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“Excuse me, folks—1'm looking for Talon Karrde.” 

Mara Jade looked up from the engine monitor, peripherally 
aware that, on the other side of the board, Chin was doing the same, 
The voice coming from the direction of the Wild Karrde’s bridge 
door was completely unfamiliar to her. 

As, she discovered, was the face that came with the voice. 
“Captain Karrde isn't here at the moment,” Mara told the stranger, 
eyeing him narrowly. Just because they were in a familiar docking 
bay in a familiar port was no reason why strangers should be 
wandering loose around the ship. “How did you get in here?” 

‘The man waved vaguely behind him. “Oh, Dankin was backat the 
hatchway, and he let me in. Karrde and I are old friends—he and | 
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Marahissed softly between her teeth. On her own, she knew, she 
‘could take him easily, trick weapon or no. Butshe wasn'talone, and 
Chin didn’t move nearly as fast as he used to. And whether by 
accident or design, the intruder’s weapon was pointed squarely at 
the older man. No, better to find out what this mysterious employer 
wanted and walt for a better opening. “I'd hate to disappoint him,” 
she sald, lifting her hand away from her holster. “Especially after 
such a gracious Invitation. Please; lead on.” 

‘Though if he had harmed any of the Wild Karrde’s crew getting 
Inside, she promised herself darkly, her cooperation would be 
‘coming to a quick end. A painfully quick end. 
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Fortunately for him, he hadn't. 

“Sorry, Mara,” Dankin apologized, looking rather sheepish as he 
and the rest of the crew piled out of the group of black-windowed 
landspeeders in which their captors had brought them here. “They 
got the drop on us at the hatchway.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Mara said, glancing around as they were 
herded toward the side door of an ornate and well-guarded man- 
‘sion, No indication as to who the owner was or even exactly where 
they were, though from the sounds of spacecraft in the distance 
they probably weren't more than a few kilometers from the space- 
port. “Let's see what all this is about. We can always get annoyed 
about it later.” 

‘They were ushered through the front door, up a staircase, and 
along a corridor to a huge office whose luxury level eft the rest of 
the mansion in the dust. A group of chairs had been set up facing 
‘a massive desk that looked to be nearly half the size of the Wild 
Karrde’s entire bridge. 

And seated behind the desk, peering at them like a meat-buyer 
assessing a passing herd of brualiki, was a large, heavily-built man. 
“Thankyou for coming,” he said, his voice penetrating the distance 
without giving any impression that he was even pushing the limits 
of his volume. “Please be seated.” 

“Your invitation was hard to ignore,” Mara told him, choosing 
the chair directly in front of him and sitting down. “You might want 
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to consider trying a more polite approach.” 

“IfI'd had the time, I would have,” the round man said, glancing 
‘over them again. “Where's Karrde?” 

“He's not here,” Mara said. And not likely to bump into this 
meeting any time soon, either, she added silently to herself. He was 
over in the Gekto system making some shipping arrangements, and 
wasn't due to return until tomorrow. She could only hope he 
wouldn't be as easily nabbed as the rest of them had been. “I'm 
Mara Jade, currently in command of the Wild Karrde. What do you 
want?” 

‘The man’s eyes narrowed. Mara met his gaze evenly; and after a 
few seconds, his facecleared 


(Wai ; 59) and he even smiled slightly. 
‘Wait a minute, “MaraJade.I'veheardagreat 


Mara cut him off. J cea about you, young lady. 
“ey, Yes, you'll do nicely.” 
Tve already told Beside Mara, Dankin 
you we don’t do ff stirred as ithe was about to 
‘i ” speak. Marashot hima quick 
this sort of work. glance, and he subsided, 

“Very good, indeed,” the 
large man murmured. “Perfectly in command, both of yourself and 
of your people. Yes, you'll do.” 

He tooka deep breath, “First, some introductions. My name is Ja, 
Bardrin, Perhaps you've heard of me.” 

‘Mara kept her face steady, wincing inwardly at the ripple of 
surprise that ran through the rest of the crew. Of course they'd 
heard of the industrialist—half the sector had—but that was no 
reason to play intothis false-modesty, ego self-stroking game of his. 
“Ithink I've noticed your name go by once or twice in a footnote,” 
she told him calmly. “Under weapons and ship systems, if I recall 
correctly. Usually dealing in market areas Uoti hasn't gotten to yet.” 

She had the small satisfaction of drawing a flash of annoyance 
from him on that one. The Bardrin Group and the Uoti Corporate 
had been jockeying for market position and prestige for over two 
decades now, a rivalry that was deep and bitter and showed no 
signs of being resolved any time soon. 

Unfortunately, Bardrin’s brief flicker of anger subsided too 
quickly for her to use the lowered mental guard to pull any insight 
from his mind. “But enough of this chitchat,” she continued. “I'llask 
again: what do you want?” 
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Bardrin locked eyes with her. "My daughter Sansia has been 
captured. | want you to rescue her.” 

Mara frowned. “I think your information sifters need a refresher 
course in how to dotheir job. We don't handle military operations.” 

“The mission requires a woman,” Bardrin sald. “A resourceful, 
competent, combat-trained human female.” 

“So go hire a Mistryi.” 

Bardrin shook his head. “There's no time to contact them, even 
If knew how to go about it. I have to get Sansia back now, before 
her captors realize who it is they have.” 

“What are you talking about?” Odonnl spoke up. “You sald they 
kidnapped her.” 

“I sald they captured her,” Bardrin countered, pinning Odonn! 
Into his chair with a single contemptuous glance. “Kindly pay 
attention.” 

He brought his gaze back to Mara. “She and the SoroSuub 3000 
luxury yacht she was flying were taken by a pirate gang while in port 
‘on Makksre and given to a slaver consortium headquartered on 
Torpris and run by a Drach'nam named Praysh.” He lifted his 
eyebrows slightly, “I presume you've also come across thatname in 
your footnote perusals.” 

“Once or twice,” Mara conceded, suppressing a grimace. In the 
circles the WildKarrde moved in, the name of Chay Praysh was even 
more well-known than Bardrin’s. “I understand he makes the late 
and unlamented Jabba the Hutt look like a fine, upstandingcitizen.” 

“Then you understand why I want Sansia and her ship out of his 
hands,” Bardrin said, his voice suddenly low and with an underly- 
ing edge of desperation. “I know Karrde would have been willing to 
help me; but Karrde’s not here. You, Jade, must make the decision.” 

“What about the authorities?” Dankin spoke up. “The Sector 
Patrol, or even the New Republic?” 

“And have them do what?” Bardrin shot back. “Request an 
audience with Praysh? Mount an attack on his fortress that will 
leave it in ruins and everyone inside dead? Besides, their security 
leaks like rock sifters. I Praysh learns who Sansia is, he'll bleed me 
for everything | own. And then kill her anyway.” 

He looked at Mara, an almost pleading look in his eyes. “Sansia 
will have been sent toworkin the slime pits in his fortress,” he said. 
“He sends all human female captives there—some deep desire to 
humiliate them, [presume. You'll have to get them to take you in as 
another prisoner- 
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“Wait aminute,” Mara cut him off.“I've already told youwedon’t 
do this sort of work.” 

“Then you'd better learn how quickly,” Bardrin rumbled, his 
earlier desperation changing abruptly intoominous threat. “There's 
no time for me to get anyone else. You're it.” 

Mara crossed her arms, bringing her hand close to the tiny 
blaster concealed inside her left sleeve. “And if | refuse?” 

“There are twenty-four blasters concealed in the walls of this 
room,” Bardrin said, “Three trained on each of you. Before you 
‘could even pull that weapon clear, you'd watch your crewmates die 
around you.” 

Mara flicked her eyes across the room, stretching out to the 
Force as she did so. He was right; she could sense the alert 
presences hidden behind the ornately carved walls all around 
them. 

And if she hadn't been willing to risk Chin's life earlier, she 
certainly wasn't going to play games with the entire Wild Karrde's 
crewnow. “Youdidn’t answer my question,” she said, unfoldingher 
arms. 

“You won't refuse,” Bardrin declared, leaning back in his chair. 
“Youssee, you've just now given meall the leverage Ineed. You'll go 
to Torpris and bring back Sansia and her ship...or Ill execute your 
entire crew.” 

‘Someone olf to her left inhaled sharply. “You can't be that 
stupid,” Mara sald, trying to put confidence she didn’t feel into her 
tone. Through the Force she could read Bardrin's intentions, and 
knew he was deadly serious. “You kill Karrde’s people, and Karrde 
will come after you. And I guarantee he’s not an enemy to trifle 
with.” 

“Neither am I, my dear,” Bardrin said darkly.“A contest between 
us might prove quite interesting.” 

He leveled a thick finger at her. “But regardless of the outcome, 
you would still have to live out your life with the knowledge that it 
‘was your obstinate stubbornness that had sent them to thelr 
deaths. I don’t think that's a burden you really want to carry.” 

“There's no need to be quite so melodramatic,” Mara sald, 
forcing her frustration and anger deep down where it wouldn't 
show. To find herself being so easily manipulated was infuriating. 

But she had no choice. She was Karrde’s second-in-command, 
and she'd seen the concern and respect he consistently showed 
toward his people. She wasn't about to lower those high standards; 
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and she certainly wasn't going to risk her people's deaths by 
refusing Bardrin. And everyone in the room knew it. “Ill see what 
Tean do. What can I have in the way of equipment?" 

“Anything you want,” Bardrin said, standing up and waving a 
hand. Behind them, Mara heard the doors open. “My people will 
escort your crewmates to their quarters, where they'll remain until 
you and Sansia return. You and I will go make whatever arrange- 
ments you need.” 

“Fine,” Mara sald, falling into step beside him as he passed 
between the entering lines of guards. 

But that didn’t mean the matter would end with Sansia’s rescue, 
she promised herself silently. Not by a long shot. 


SSS 


Bardrin had told her that Praysh's mansion and grounds were 
set up near the center of one of Torpris's larger cities. He had failed 
to mention, however, that that particular section of the city was 
otherwise composed entirely of slums. 

Or at least that was how It seemed to Mara as she maneuvered 
her landspeeder down the winding streets toward the high walls of 
the compound, wincing at the garbage and debris piled in alley- 
ways between the dilapidated buildings and trying not to hit any of 
the ragged derelicts shuffling along the street. A dozen different 
species were represented here, all looking equally hopeless, and 
she found herself wondering how much of it was a result of Praysh's 
presence in the city. 

Passing one final clump of huddled beings, she reached the side 
door she'd been told to cometto. Flankingit werea pair of Drach'nam 
guards, looking even more massive than usual for the species in 
thelr heavy body armor. Each of them held a neuronic whip, with 
a holstered blaster and long knife standing ready in reserve. “Hey, 
there,” she called cheerfully tothem, eyeing the whips with thesort 
‘of contempt she reserved for unnecessarily barbaric weapons. “I 
havea package here for His First Greatness Chay Praysh, a gift from 
the Mrahash of Kvabja. May I enter?” 

‘There was an almost chuckle, quickly strangled off, from one of 
the guards. “Really,” he said, lumbering toward her. “Bring it here 
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and let's have a look” 

Maraslid out of the vehicle and pulled the packing cylinder from 
the storage compartment in back. It was large—a good meter tall 
and half a meter in diameter—but fairly light, most of its bulk 
consisting of cushioning material for the delicate floater globe 
she'd borrowed from Bardrin. “It’s some kind of expensive art 
object, I think,” she said, setting it carefully down in front of him. 

“Oh, it's that, all right,” the guard agreed, looking Mara up and 
down. “Just a minute.” 

He went back to the door and busied himself with an intercom 
panel built into the wall. There was a breath of movement beside 
Mara- 

[Leave it and go,] an alien voice spoke quietly from behind her. 

Mara turned. A Togorian female was standing at the rear of the 
landspeeder, her fur matted and dirty, clearly Just another of the 
derelicts loitering on the street. But her yellow eyes were bright 
and alive, and her teeth were bared slightly toward the guards. 
“Excuse me?” Mara asked. 

{1 sald leave It and go,] the alien said, mouthing the Ghi trade 
language words with some difficulty. [You are in great danger here.) 

“Oh, don't be silly,” Mara said, shaking her head with casual 
unconcern even as she wondered at the Togorian’s courage in 
sticking her neck out this way. Clearly, she knew or suspected what 
happened to human females who wandered near Praysh’s fortress; 
but to try to chase a potential prize out from under the slaver's 
snout this way bordered on the suicidal. “I'm just delivering a 
present to His First Greatness, that's all.” 

The Togorian hissed. {Fool—you are the present] she snarled, 
[Flee, while you still can.} 

“Okay, we're set,” the guard said, keying off the intercom and 
‘walking over to Mara. She turned back to him, making sure to keep 
a pleasantly blank expression on her face. If he even suspected the 
‘Togorlan had tried to warn her, there might be unpleasant reper- 
cussions, “You can take it right in.” 

“Thank you,” Mara said, stooping to pick up the cylinder— 

A gauntleted hand came down with a thunk onto the top of the 
package. “After we unpack it, of course.” 

Mara felt her muscles tighten. “What do you mean?” she asked 
cautiously, straightening up. 

‘The guard already had his knife out, a nasty-Jooking serrated 
weapon with a handguard consisting of a series of thick, needle- 
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sharp spikes alternatively curving up and down from the base of § 
theblade.“Imean we unpackit out here,” hesaid, digging the blade 

In beneath the lid. “Never can tell what someone might try to slip F 
inside the packaging, you know.” 

Mara flicked a glance over his shoulder at the second guard, a 
sense of things gone suddenly and terribly wrong rippling through 
her. Nestled in its hiding place between the inner and outer shells 
of the cylinder, she would have bet heavily that her lightsaber 
could slip through any standard weapons scan Praysh’s guards 
might have put the package through. But unpacking it outside the 
fortress was not a possibility she'd expected. “But what if you break 
It?" she asked anxiously. 

“Don’t worry—we do this all the time,” the guard assured her. 
“H'sishi, Ithought [told you scavengers you were supposed tostay 
behind the mark line.” 

[Your pardon, ] the Togorian said, her tone almost groveling. [1 
saw the shiny metal—] 

“And hoped you could get first grabs, huh?” The guard finished 
slicing off the top and peeled away the first plate of packing foam, 
“Here you go, scavengers,” he called loudly, hurling the lid and the 
foam down the street. 

Abruptly, the gathered lolterers exploded into action, diving 
toward the flying pieces as if they were prize Jewels instead of 
unwanted garbage. The guard continued digging down, throwing 
‘more foam plates into the melee, until he reached the floater globe 
at the center. “There it is,” he said, reaching in and carefully pulling 
out the globe. “Nice. Okay,” he added, handing the globe to Mara. 
“Now you can go in.” 

Mara swallowed, glancing down at the cylinder as the guard 
continued to unload the packaging from the bottom and throw out 
the pieces. She looked up— 

To find H’sishi's yellow eyes steady on her. Mara felt her lip 
twitch; and then, to her surprise, the alien bared her teeth slightly, 
as if she'd found a hint she'd been searching for. There was a 
‘movement from the side, and Mara looked back just as the guard 
hefted the cylinder itself over his head and hurled it toward the 
seething, quarreling crowd. 

A dozen of the derelicts abandoned their fight for the foam 
scraps and charged toward the spot where it would land, But 
H’sishi was faster. With a single leap she got under the cylinder, 
snatching it into her arms and hissing a warning at the two or three 
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‘who tried to grab it away. Another hiss, and the crowd reluctantly 
fell back. 

“I guess she really did want the shiny metal,” the guard said with 
a sneer. “Okay, human, let’s go.” 


SSS 


Despite the fortress’s sleek and modern exterior, the interior 
was dark and decidedly dank, its twisting and rough-floored corri- 
dors clearly modeled on the hiding-tunnels much prized by 
Drach’nam on their homeworld. Mara didn't bother to keep track 
of the route as her five-guard escort took her ever deeper into the 
fortress, concentrating instead on evaluating Praysh’s overall de- 
fense structure and gradually increasing the level of nervousness 
she was displaying in her body language and infrequent attempts 
at conversation. Her lightsaber was going to be severely missed; 
but even if she'd been able to smuggle the weapon inside, she'd 
already concluded that the best hope of getting out would be in 
Sansia’s impounded ship. Fighting their way back along the tunnels 
and out into the grounds was not an option she was interested in 
trying. 

Still, that lightsaber had been Luke's once, and he was going to 
kal her if she lost it. Hopefully, when this was all over, she'd be able 
to track H'sishi down and buy it back from her. 

‘They reached Praysh’s audience chamber at last, a large, high- 
cellinged room that by ts gloom, smelis, and general repulsiveness 
brought back unpleasant memories of Jabba the Hutt's throne 
room on Tatooine. His First Greatness obviously lacked Jabba's 
egalitarian sensibilities, though; the only beings in the room were 
more of Praysh’s fellow Drach'nam. 

“Well, well,” Praysh called, swiveling his throne around to face 
the incoming group. “What have we here? A present from the 
Mrahash of Kvabja, is it?” 

“Yes, Your First Greatness,” Mara said, putting anervous quaver 
{nto her tone as she glanced surreptitiously around. There was a 
air of camouflaged blaster ports in the false wall behind Praysh's 
throne, but other than that the only defenses were the handful of 
guards standing between her and the slaver chief. Unlike the door 
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‘wardens, this group carried no blasters, but were armed only with 
the same type of long knives and neuronic whips. Probably the 
Intent was to keep the more dangerous weapons away from rioting 
prisoners or slaves; still, twas an overconfidence she might well be 
able to exploit. “He sends you greetings and—" 

“Take that bauble, someone,” Praysh cut her off, waving a gem- 
encrusted scepter toward her. "You—human—step forward.” 

One ofthe guards took the floater globe and nudged her forward. 
‘Stretching out with all her senses, Mara walked toward the throne. 
Somewhere along here there would undoubtedly be a test to make 
sure she was nothing more than the useless slave she appeared... 

‘She'd gonenomorethan three steps when itcame. Abruptly,one 
of the guards ahead pulled his whip from his side and with a casual 
flick of his wrist sent the lash snaking toward her. 

Mara gasped and threw her hands uselessly in front of her face, 
forcing back the reflex to dodge or duck or do something—any- 
thing—that would be more effective. 

Toherrellef, thelash cracked afew centimeters short of her face. 
“Your First Greatness,” she gasped, taking a quick and unsteady 
step backward, “Please, sit—what have I done?” 

‘Theonly answer was the sound of another whip from behind her. 
She half turned— 

And suddenly the lash curled itself around her knees and a wave 
of pain surged through her body. 

Mara screamed, an explosive sound that was only partially role- 
playing, as she toppled onto the floor, the whip's current arcing 
agonizingly through her body. She clawed once at the lash, scream- 
Ing again as the current burned at her fingertips. “Please—no— 
please—" 

“Here—defend yourselt,” a voice called out; and she looked up 
as a small blaster landed on the floor beside her legs. 

‘She grabbed at the weapon, forcing her fingers to fumble as if 
dealing with a totally unfamiliar object, clenching her teeth against 
the waves of pain as every part of her being screamed at her todo 
something. The blaster was undoubtedly useless, just another part 
of Praysh’s sadistic test; but if she swiveled on one hip, swinging 
herlegs hard around, she mightat least be ableto yank the whip out 
of her attacker's hand. 

But if she did that—if she showed any sign of combat skill 
whatsoever—she would probably die. 

‘And then so would the Wild Karrde’s crew. 
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She gota grip on the blaster at last, bending awkwardly around 
to try to bring the weapon to bear on her assailant. The muzzle 
‘wavered uncontrollably, and she tried to prop her elbow on the 
floor to steady it, sobbing now like a child. The blaster sagged and 
dropped from her paralyzed fingers— 

And abruptly, thankfully, the current shut off. 

Mara lay there, unmoving, still sobbing through clenched teeth 
as she worked out the sudden cramps in her leg muscles. If she'd 
misjudged Praysh’s ntentions—if he'd decided to kill her for sport 
instead of putting her down In the slime pits... 

“Thatwas an objectlesson,” Praysh said conversationally. There 
‘was a movement beside her, and rough fingers began unwrapping 
the lash from around her legs. “Now that you've seen what a 
neuronic whip feels like, I'm sure you won't ever want to provoke 
Its use again.” 

“No—please—no,” Maramanaged, the words comingout mangled 
through her gasping sobs. A pair of hands grabbed her upper arms 
and hauled her up onto her feet. She took a second to confirm that 
her legs were recovered enough to hold her weight, then let her 
knees wobble and collapse again beneath her. The two Drach'nam. 
pulled her up again and turned her to face Praysh. “Please—" she 
whispered. 

“You belong to me now,” Praysh sald quietly, his colorless eyes 
staring at her. “Your safety—your well-being—your life—are alll in 
my hand. If you serve well, you will survive. If not, there will be 
neuronic whips around you for the remainder of a short and 
excruciatingly painful life. Do ! make myself clear?” 

Mara nodded quickly, dropping her gaze and hunching her 
shoulders, the helpless terror of a beaten animal. “Good,” Praysh 
said, waving off-handedly toward a different door leading out of the 
chamber. The show was over, and already he was bored with the 
performer. “Take her to the slavekeeper,” he ordered. “Enjoy your 
new life here, human.” 

Halfway down a long flight of stairs her escorting guards appar- 
ently decided they'd had enough of carrying her and cut her loose 
to walk on her own. Aside from a lingering tingle in her muscles 
Mara had completely recovered, but she was careful to maintain a 
weakkneed stagger for their benefit the rest of the way down. 
Neuronic whips were the ultimate glorification of savagery and 
‘degradation, just the sort of thingPraysh’s thugs would use as their 
primary persuader, and she had no intention of letting them know 
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“How do I know when they're ready—?" ft 

“You'll know when they're ready when they start to wiggle and 
chew their way out,” the slavekeeper cut her off sharply. Acouple 
ofheads turned at the sudden harsh tone; most of the women didn’t 
even bother to lookup. “And don’t try just pulling out every one you 
find. I the pupae are out too long belore they're ready, they'll die.” 

He waved his whip in front of her nose. “And dead pupae make 
us very unhappy. Understood?” 

Mara swallowed, forcing herself to shrink back from him. “Yes, 
sir,” she murmured. 

“Good,” the slavekeeper sald, his tone back to genial again, a 
being whoclearly enjoyed his work. “Your head fur is an interesting 
shade of color. It will be of no use to you in the pits; perhaps you 
‘would like to sell it to me.” 

“In exchange for what?” Mara asked cautiously. 

“Favors. More food, perhaps, or other kindnesses.” 

Mara fought back a grimace. The thought of her hair hanging 
froma slavekeeper’s trophy wall was utterly abhorrent. But on the 
other hand, he could probably take it without any payment at all if 
he chose. Hopefully, she wouldn't be here long enough for him to 
get around to that. “Can I think about it?” she asked timidly. 

He shrugged. Clearly, this was just a game to help him pass the 
time. “Ifyou wish, Oh, one more thing. you don'rget the pupae out 
fast enough, they'll start digging through the shells on thelr own.No 
problem with that; except that their mouth palps are always the 
first things that come out. If they get those Into your skin, you'll 
need a trip to the med facility to get it taken off.” 

“Oh,” Mara said in a small voice. Now, that was very useful 
information. “Does it hurt?" 

He gave her one of those evil smiles that Drach'nam did so well. 
“No more than the whip. Now get in there.” 

Mara looked down at her jumpsuit. “But—" 

She didn’t even get a chance to finish her protest. Putting a 
massive arm around the back of her waist, the slavekeeper swept 
her off the walkway into the nearest of the trenches. 

‘She managed to hang onto her balance as she landed, keeping 
her head and most of her torso up out of the slime. But the impact 
sent a wave of thick muck splashing outward at the nearest work- 
ers. “Sorry,” she apologized. 

‘One of the women looked up at her, a dab of the slime oozing 
slowly down her cheek. “Don’t worry about it,” she said in a voice 
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that sounded more dead than alive. “Don't worry about getting 
either. You'll never be clean again.” 

Aneuronic whip cracked warningly overhead. Mara shied back, 
but the other woman didn't seem to notice or care as she dug into 
the slime again. Stomach twisting with revulsion, Mara eased her 
‘arms into the muck and got to work. 


SSS 


It took her three hours of nauseating, back-breaking sifting 
before her search pattern finally paid off. “Your name Sansia?” she 
asked quietly as she came up beside the woman whose holo 
Bardrin had showed her earlier. 

‘The other woman looked up at her, eyes narrowing suspiciously. 
“Yes,” she acknowledged warlly. “What about it?” 

Mara glanced casually around. None of the Drach'nam were in 
earshot at the moment. “A close relative of yours asked me to get 
you out of here.” 

She'd expected elation, or barely-contained Joy, or at least a 
certain amount of sur- 
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Sansia said sarcastically. 
“The joy is merely tem- 
pered by a somewhat cynical disbelief. You're what, some kind of 
mercenary?” 

“Not exactly,” Mara said. “Disbelief in what?” 

“In Daddy dear’s motivations,” Sansia said, digging down into 
the slime. “Let me guess. He told you about my terrible plight, and 
how important I am to him and the business, and that he would do 
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anythingand give anythingtoget meback Onceyouwere properly 
teary-eyed, he turned up the heat and either talked, maneuvered, 
‘or bribed you into charging here to my rescue. Right so far?” F 

“Close enough,” Mara said cautiously. 

Sansia’s hand came out of the slime holding one of the krizar 
pupae. She glanced at both the long ends, then tossed it back in 
behind her. “But though he desperately wanted his darling daugh- 
ter back, he also made it clear—subtly, of course—that he wanted 
the ship backeven more. Infact, he probably gave youall the access 
‘and command codes you'd need to get it flying whether I was with 
you or not. Am I still right?” 

Mara (elt her throat tighten. “He said Ineeded to be able to fly the 
ship if you were incapacitated during the escape.” 

Sansia snorted. “That sounds like him. Plausible straight to the 
top, but phony as Imperial confidence. The fact is, merc, that he 
doesn't care about me one single bit. Ifhe did, he wouldn'thavesent 
me to Makksre on that half-daft run in the first place, He wants the 
Winning Gamble back, pure and simple.” 

Mara glanced around again, One of the guards across the way 
was eyeing her, and she dug her arms again into the slime. “What's 
so special about the ship?” 

“Oh, It's just about three levels past state-of-the-art, that's all,” 
Sansia said bitterly. “It’s got an Incredible flight system, an unbe- 
Nevable weapons targeting array, and a crazy, one-of-a-kind defen- 
sive shoot-back system I think Daddy must have stolen from 
somewhere.” 

Mara studied her face, stretching out with the Force to try to get 
a feel for her mind. The same bitterness she could hear in Sansia's 
voice was indeed roiling through her emotions. “So what are you 
saying?” she asked. “That you don’t want me to try to get you out 
of here?” 

Sansia’s eyes slunk away from Mara's gaze. “I'm just telling you 
how it is,” she muttered. “Maybe warning you that somewhere 
along the line he’s probably going to try to force your hand. Try to 
get you torun without me. I guess I thought youshould be ready for 
that.” 

‘And was hoping against hope that, unlike her father, her rescuer 
had a conscience? “Thanks for the warning,” Mara said. Her fingers 
touched something hard in the slime: one of the elusive krizar 
pupae. “It ust means we'll need to move up the timetable a little,” 
she added, pulling the pupa to just above the surface where she 
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could examine it. The entire shell was solid; clearly, this one 
‘wouldn't be poking its jaws out any time soon. Perfect. “Where will 
they take us after we're finished here?” 

“Across the hall to a really disgusting barracks-style sleeping 
room,” Sansia sald. For the first time since their conversation began 
‘Mara could sense the faint whisperings of cautious hope in the 
‘other woman's voice and emotions. “They'll let us wash up, then 
feed us.” 

“Showers or tubs?” 

“More like animal watering troughs than real tubs,” Sansia said 
contemptuously. “Once they bring you down here, you're never 
clean again.” 

“Yes, I've heard that,” Mara said. “All the more reason not to 
hang around any longer than we have to. Are there surveillance 
‘cams In the room?” 

“There are a couple of obvious ones near the door. Probably a 
whole bunch of non-obvious ones hidden around, too.” 

“Okay,” Mara sald. “One more question: how long to the shift 
change?” 

Sansia peered across the room at a set of glowing emblems 
embedded in the wall. “Not long. Maybe ten minutes.” 

“Good,” Mara sald. “I have a couple of things to pick up first, so 
Tilcatch up with you in the sleeping room. Get washed up fast, and 
be ready to move as soon as I get back.” 

Sansia was eyeing her suspiciously, but she nodded. “Ill be 
ready,” she sald. “Good luck.” 

Maranodded and moved on, holding the krizar shell she'd found 
beneath the surface as she slogged along, wanting to put a little 
distance between her and Sansia before she made her move. Out of 
the corner of her eye she saw one of the Drach'nam walking 
purposefully down the walkway toward her, flicking his whip into 
the air as he came, no doubt preparing a comment and object 
lesson about idle chat while on duty. Mara let him get almost within 
whip range... 

And with the most spine-curling scream she could muster, she 
‘swung her left arm up, clutching the forearm with her right hand. 
“it's got me!” she yelped, flailing around and sending bits of slime 
flying through the air all around her. “Get it off—get it off 

‘The Drach'nam reached the edge of her trench in asingle bound. 
“Get your hand out of the way,” he snapped, leaning precariously 
over her as he caught her left wrist and hauled her bodily up out of 
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the pit. The movement brought her up against his belted knife, and 
‘she winced as theneedle-sharp spikes of the handguard dug briefly 
Into her ribs. “I said move it,” he repeated, dropping her onto her 
feet on the walkway and prying her right hand away from its grip. 

To reveal the krizar shell hanging from the underside of her left 
arm. 

Or at least, that was what Mara hoped it looked like. Her Force- 
manipulating skills might not be as good as Luke Skywalker's, but 
it was no big trick to use the Force to hold the shell pressed firmly 
against her armas if the creature inside were hanging on. The only 
danger was that the guard might brush off the glob of slime 
strategically placed at the intersection point and notice that there 
were no krizar palps linking the shell to the arm. 

Butatter all the times this had undoubtedly happened, the guard 
‘was clearly uninterested in the details. “Got one there, all right,” he 
growled, shifting his grip toher right hand and pullingher along the 
walkway toward the door. “Hey! Your Seventh Greatness?” 

“Yeah, go ahead,” the slavekeeper told him, gesturing the guards 
flanking the door to open it. “Tell Blath to be careful this time—His 
First Greatness isn't going to like it if he loses another one.” 

‘The door opened. A second Drach'nam stepped to Mara's left 
sideas they headed out, taking her left arm and holding tin an iron 
gripat the level of her waist—probably, Mara decided, making sure 
she didn't knock the krizar off against her side. The door slammed 
shut, and the three of them headed at a fast walk down the corridor. 

Mara didn’t know where the med facility was, but odds were it 
wasn't very far away, which meant she had to move fast. She 
continued to moan and cry like a helpless and broken slave as the 
Drach'nam half dragged her along, struggling ineffectually in her 
‘supposed pain against the casually unbreakable grips of her two 
escorts. Under cover of her attempted flailings, she glanced down 
toher left. The second guard's knife was bouncing along only a few 
centimeters from where he was holding her left arm pinioned. 

‘And here was going to be the risklest part of her plan. With both 
of her arms under their control, the two Drach'nam shouldn't be 
expecting any trouble from her and should therefore be less 
watchful than they might otherwise be. But if that assumption 
proved false, there was going to be some serious and immediate 
trouble. 

Butthere was nothing for it but totry. Stretching outtothe Force, 
she slid the knife partially out of its sheath, monitoring the alien's 
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treatment table. His tone was brisk, but his face and hands be- t 
trayed the edge of nervousness that Mara suspected was probably 
a common condition among non-Drach’nam in Praysh’s employ. i 
“Where is the pupa?” 

‘The guard on Mara’s left lifted her arm. “It’s right—oh, pustina. 
It’s gone!” 

“It must have fallen off,” the Bith said, the tension in his voice 
suddenly jumping sharply. His eyes flicked gulltily toward the wall 
to the left— “You two had better go see if you can find it.” 

‘The two guards didn’t argue, but charged immediately back out 
into the corridor. “Did you notice it fall off?” the Bith asked, turning 
Mara’s arm over and starting to clean the residual slime away, 

“No, | didn't,” Mara said, putting some whining fear into her voice 
as she looked past the medic’s large head. Through an open 
doorway in the back of the treatment room she could see a large 
supply cabinet. Stretching out to the Force, she eased the 
transparisteel cabinet doors open a few millimeters. The labels on 
the vials were too far away to read; but if the colors and bottle 
shapes followed conventional New Republic pharmaceutical stan- 
dards, the three she was looking for were there. Lifting one of the 
vials off its shelf, she slid It quickly down along the wall tothe floor. 
‘There was no way to know 
where the surveillance «“y?, ‘ 
cam back there was lo- T m used to being 
cated, but there was noth. | underestimated, 

Ing she could do about it | Mara assured her. 
from out here anyway. She 
could only hope the 
bottle's sudden movement wouldn't be noticed by whoever His 
First Greatness had monitoring the spy displays. Getting a grip on 
the second bottle, she lowered It to the floor beside the first. 

“Odd,” the Bith said. He had that section of her arm clean now 
and was peering at the two puncture marks she'd made with the 
guard's knife. “These don't look like krizar palpal indentations at 
all. Are you certain that was what grabbed you?” 

“I don't know,” Mara moaned, moving the last of the three vials. 
tothe floor and then snagging a couple of small squeeze bottles and 
adding them toher collection. “All! know is that it hurt. Ithurta lot.” 

She could sense the sympathy and frustration in the Bith. “Yes, 
I know,” he murmured. “It is not an easy life for you down here.” 

“No,” she said, half sobbing as she moved her prizes across the 
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floor to the examination room doorway. Whoever was on surveil- 
ance duty might reasonably be expected to ignore an empty 
supply room; but aroom occupied by a human slave and Bith medic 
‘was another matter entirely. She had to take out the surveillance 
cam in here before she could bring the bottles the rest of the way 
to her. 

“Owl!” she gasped suddenly, half pulling her left arm out of the 
Bith’s grip as she quickly studied the wall he'd glanced at earlier. 
The cam, clearly designed to be hidden, was fairly obvious to 
‘someone of Mara’s training and experience: a small lens masquer- 
ading as a knot hole in the wooden paneling. 

“lam sorry,” the Bith said, and she caught his mixtureof concern 
and puzzlement as he immediately eased his grip on her arm. 
“There should not be anything where I was touching that should 
hurt.” 

“Well, it did,” Mara said petulantly. With the fingers of her right 
hand, she surreptitiously dug a wad of slime from the hardening 
mass caking her legs. “They were whipping me earlier up in that big 
‘open place—ow!” She snatched her left arm away from him again, 
flailing this time with her right as well. The motion sent a hall dozen 
‘small globs of slime spinning across the room— 

‘And with a little help from her Force abilities, the largest of the 

globs splattered into the wall squarely over the hidden surveillance 
cam, 
“Again, | am sorry,” the Bith said, glancing over at the wall. He 
took a second look, his whole body stiffening suddenly as he 
realized what had happened. “Excuse me,” he said, grabbing up a 
towel and hurrying over to the wall. 

And with the cam still covered, and the medic’s attention else- 
where, Mara brought her vials and squeeze bottles flying across 
from the doorway and dropped them smoothly down the front of 
her jumpsuit. By the time the Bith finished his cleanup Job, they 
‘were safely nestled in the folds of material at her waist. 

“My apologies,” he said as he put the towel in the disposal and 
returned to her, “The nutrient can damage the wall material, you 
see, which His First Greatness was kind enough to allow me.” 

‘And he would be in serious trouble if he allowed the cam to stay 
covered too long? Probably. “It's okay,” Mara muttered. 

Once again, she was just in time. The Bith had just taken her arm 
again when the two Drach'nam guards clumped backintotheroom. 
“Nothing,” one ofthem snarled, glaring suspiciously at Mara. “What 
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did you do with it? Well?” 

Mara shrank away from him. “Nothing,” she said, her voice 
frightened and pleading. “Please—I didn’t do anything.” 

“Then where is it?” the Drach'nam demanded, taking a threaten- 
Ing step toward her, neuronic whip in hand. 

“Perhaps it was a krizar which was still immature,” the Bith 
spoke up, holding a hand up protectively between Mara and the 
guard. “Its grip was weak and not completely firm.” 

“Then wheres itnow?” the second guard put in. “It was attached 
to her—t saw it.” 

“Ifit'snot In the corridor, it must still be in the growth room,” the 
Bith sald reasonably. “Perhaps it fell off again into the nutrient 
pits.” 

‘The guards continued to glare, and Mara held her breath. If 
either of them had actually Jooked at the pupa after they left the 

But apparently neither of them had. “Yeah,” the guard said with 
Ill grace. “Maybe.” 

The Bith glanced at a wall chrono. “At any rate, the work shift is 
over,” he sald. “Why not escort her back to the communal, and then 
you can search the walkways in the growth room.” 

“Don’t tell us our job, Bith,” the other guard growled, baring his 
teeth ashe grabbed Mara’s arm inanone-too-gentle grip. “Comeon, 
human. Time for your slops. 


SSS 


The mass sleeping/eating/cleanup room Sansia had spoken 
about was directly across the corridor from the slime pits. It was 
also fully as disgusting as her tone had led Mara to expect. About 
half of the woman had finished their cleaning by the time Mara 
arrived, leaving the liquid in the long troughs looking more like a 
runnier version of the slime than anything resembling water. Mara 
Joined the crowd of women waiting their turn; and under cover of 
the bodies pressing around her, she worked the vials out of her 
jumpsuit and confirmed that they did indeed contain the chemicals 
she wanted. Once again, the comprehensive saboteur training the 
Emperor had given her so long ago was going to come in handy. 
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§ _,, ithought youwerekidding about goingto pickup some things,” 

Sansia's voice came softly from behind her shoulder, too low for 
i any of the other women around them to hear. “Where did you get 
E those?” 

“Medic supply cabinet,” Mara old her, concentratingon the task 
of pouring the first vial into one of the squeeze bottles, keeping 
them both at waist height where the activity would be shielded 
from prying eyes. 

‘Sansia made a sound in the back of her throat. “I suppose it's too 
late to mention this, but the med facility probably has surveillance 
cams, too.” 

“I know,” Mara said. “Don't worry, | took care of it. Here, hold 
these.” 

‘She passed over the empty vial and full squeeze bottle, giving 
Sansia a quick once-over as she did. Despite the other woman's 
efforts to clean up, her hair and clothing were still badly streaked 
and stained with the slime she'd spent the day in. Whatever 
Praysh’s reasons for hating human females, Mara decided darkly, 
he'd honed his campaign of degradation to a fine edge. 

“I didn’t think you were going to come back,” Sansia said, her 
voice soundingallittleodd as Mara began filling the secondsqueeze 
bottle from one of her other vials. “I'm glad I was wrong,” 

“1m used to being underestimated,” Mara assured her. “You 
think you can find your way to where your ship's being kept?” 

“As I would the road back home from an execution ground,” 
Sansia said feelingly. 

“Good. Describe the route for me.” 

Even without looking she could sense the sudden tension in 
Sansia’s mind and body. “Why do you need to know?" the other 
‘woman asked cautiously. “We're going to be together, right?” 

“We could get separated,” Mara pointed out patiently. “Or you 
could be hurt or otherwise incapacitated. don’t want tohavetolug 
you around and look for the way out at the same time.” 

‘There was a short pause. “I suppose that makes sense,” Sansia 
conceded reluctantly at last. “Okay. You head out the door over 
there and turn right...” 

She went through the whole route, describing each turn and 
Intersection in precise terms. Clearly, the woman had an eye for 
detail, By the time she finished, the second squeeze bottle was full. 

‘And they were ready. “Okay,” Mara said, handing Sansia the 
‘second empty vial and taking the full squeeze bottle back from her. 
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“Ditch those empties somewhere out of sight and then move over 
toward the door. You ever have fire drills in here?” 

Sansia blinked. “Not since I arrived, no. 

“Well, you're going to have one now,” Mara said. “When the 
Drach’nam come barging in, make sure you don't get run over. 
Other than that, just wait near the door until I come for you.” 

“Understood.” Sansia took a deep breath. “Good luck.” 

‘She moved away from Mara, easing gingerly through the press of 
still slime-covered women. Mara stayed with the crowd, moving 
slowly forward as places at the trough opened up, running through 
aslow mental countdown and wondering if she could risk cleaning 
up a bit herself before they made their break. Probably shouldn't 
take the time, she reluctantly decided, The Bith would notice the 
‘missing vials the first time he looked into the supply cabinet, and 
he'd probably be as quick toreport the loss as he'd been to scrape 
the slime off the surveillance cam. 

‘The last woman in front of her moved away, and Mara was finally 
Inposition. Palmingher last full vial, she stepped tothe trough; and, 
with a smooth wave of her arm, she poured Its contents into the 
filthy water. 

‘Andwith an angry hiss, the trough abruptly erupted witha sizzle 
of flame and a cloud of yellow smoke. 

There were a half dozen piercing screams as women whose 
minds had been systematically reduced to near-catatonla woke up 
enough to claw their way back from this sudden and inexplicable 
danger. The smoke continued to billow up and out, and within 
seconds the room was impossible to see across. There were more 
screams and shouts, the thudding of feet and colliding bodies, as a 
sudden panic gripped women who had nearly lost the ability to feel 
emotion of any sort. There was no place to go, no place to hide, and 
they all knew It. 

Praysh’s guards were faster on the uptake than Mara had ex- 
pected them tobe. She was barely halfway to the door, pushing her 
way through the chaos, when the heavy pane! slammed in and a 
dozen of the Drach'nam thundered into the room. Mara caught a 
glimpse of heavy extinguisher canisters as they passed her on their 
way to the smoking trough— 

And then she'd made it to the door, and Sansia was at her side. 
“What did you do?” the other woman hissed. 

“Just alittle chemical diversion,” Mara said, peering through the 
‘smoke at the doorway. Notall the guards had charged to the rescue 
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of Praysh’s precious slave laborers: two of them were blocking the 
corridor just outside the room, neuronic whips held ready for any 
attempt by the slaves to take advantage of the confusion. “Stay 
behind me,” she added, getting one of her squeeze bottles in each 
hand and stepping out the door. 

‘One of the guards snorted at this slim human female apparently 
challenging them. “Where do you think you're—?" 

He never got to finish his question. Raising her hands, Mara 
squeezed a shot of liquid from one of her bottles into each of the 
guards’ faces. They sputtered, lunging forward even as they tried 
to turn away from the stream of spattering fluids. Crossing her 
wrists, Mara switched alm and gave each guard's face a dose from 
the other bottle— 

‘And with howls that shook thecorridor, both Drach'nam dropped 
their whips and staggered back away from the women, hands 
‘clutching at their faces. 

“Come on,” Mara snapped to Sansia. Ducking between the 
Drach'nam, she snatched up one of the fallen whips and headed at 
a dead run down the corridor. 

She reached a cross corridor Just as another pair of Drach'nam 
‘came around it. Gaping, they grabbed for their whips; but before 
they could get them Into position, Mara’s lash snaked out, wrap- 
ping around both of their necks. They bellowed almost as loudly as 
the last pair had as they felt into a tangle of arms and legs onto the 
stone floor. Mara plucked a replacement whip from one of thelr 
hands, and continued past. 

“This way,” Sansia called, in the lead now. “At the next corridor 
we turn right up the stairs— 

“Stop them!” a voice bellowed from behind them. Mara glanced 
back over her shoulder, her senses tingling with sudden danger— 

‘And ahead of her, Sansia screamed. 

Mara twisted back around, her whip already in motion. Two 
Drach'nam had appeared from ambush out of doors on opposite 
sides of the corridor, both their whips now wrapped around a 
violently twitching Sansia. 

Mara snapped her whip at the attacker on the left, catching him 
a glancing blow across shoulder and back as he ducked away. He 
‘snarled something vicious as the current shot briefly through him, 
but managed to keep his grip on his own whip. Mara brought the 
lash back over her shoulder and sent it toward the other 
Drach'nam— 
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‘And then, without warning, the weapon abruptly seemed tof 
catch in midair, the sudden loss of momentum nearly yankingit out 

of her hand. A movement above her caught her eye, and she looked 

up. 

To see that the rocky ceiling overhead had vanished, replaced 
bya forest of thick, mult-barbed spines pointing down toward her. 
Her lash had hung up on them, hopelessly entangled among the 
barbs. 

“Foolish human,” Praysh’s voice purred from some hidden 
speaker amid the thicket. “You didn'treally thinkIwould rely solely 
‘onneuronic whips and Drach’nam muscle to keep my slaves in line, 

did you?” 

Mara ignored him, heading toward the two guardsstill pinioning 
Sansiain place between them. With their whips locked around her, 
they had only their knives left in reserve... 

“Stop,” Praysh ordered, 
allthe levity gone fromhis / “We?l] start the 


voice. “I don’t particularly + * 
want to kill you, human, | Persuasion with 


but I will If you force my f your friend here. 
hand,” % ehs, 
Mara kept going. Both | I don’t think you 
guards had their knives out want to hear the 
now, and had half turned 1 99 
to point them at the sur details. 
cidal human charging to- 

ward her death. Mara 
stretched out toward the blades with the Force, preparing to twist 
them aside at just the right moment— 

‘And then, behind her two opponents, the corridor was suddenly 
filling with Drach'nam. 

Mara came to a reluctant stop, the sour taste of defeat in her 
mouth. Force skills or not, Imperial combat training or not, there was 
noway she could take on the entire garrison by hersell. Not here, not 
now. “I'm willing to make a deal,” she called toward the ceiling. 

'm sure you are,” Praysh said, purring again. “Guards: release 
the second woman and bring them both to my audience chamber. 
Thave some questions I want to ask our scrappy little fighter.” 

With Sansia still suffering from the partial muscular paralysis of 
the neuronic whip, their progress up the stairway and along the 
stony corridors was decidedly slow. Mara supported the other 
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woman as they walked, the guards glowering around them the 
‘whole way. Several times Mara asked for their help in carrying the 
injured woman, requests that went ignored. 

‘Which was, of course, precisely the response—or lack of it—that 
she'd hoped for. With the task of supporting Sansia falling totally on 
her, she was able to adjust the timing and stall off their arrival at 
Praysh’s audience chamber until Sansia was mostly recovered 
from her ordeal. Any fresh escape attempt they were able to make, 
after all, would be considerably simplified if they were each able to 
do their own running. 

It was quickly clear, though, that Praysh had no intention of 
making any such attempts easy for them. From the number of 
Drach’nam lined up against the walls or standing in a protective 
ring around Praysh’s throne, it looked like His First Greatness had 
half his garrison in here. “Looks like you're having a party,” Mara 
‘commented as she and Sansia were led to within acouple of meters 
of the Inner guard ring. “Are you that afraid of us?" 

“Oh, the guards are merely here in hopes you'll give them an 
‘excuse to avenge what you did to Brok and Czic outside the slave 
quarters,” Praysh sald offhandedly. “I'm curious: where did you 
obtain the acid you sprayed into their faces?” 

“I borrowed the ingredients from your dispensary,” Mara told 
him, There was no point in deflecting the question; if they hadn't 
noticed the theits yet, they would soon enough. “It’s just a matter 
of knowing which chemicals to mix” 

“interesting,” Praysh sald, leaning back n his throne and regard- 
ing Mara with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. “Hardly the sort 
of thing a slave sent by the Mrahash of Kvabja should be expected 
to have. 

He shrugged elaborately. “But of course, that’s an Irrelevant 
‘comment, isn’t it? Given that you weren't sent by the Mrahash of 
Kvabja.” 

Mara felt her throat tighten. Bardrin had assured her that the 
Mrahash was currently out of the sector, and that there was no way 
Praysh could checkout her cover story. “Ofcourse he sent me,” she 
said, stretching out to the alien's mind, trying to figure out if this 
‘was some kind of trick. 

“Spare me your lies,” Praysh said, his voice suddenly harsh. And 
no, there was no trickery in his thoughts. “Ihave a communication 
fromthe Mrahash himself, sayinghe'snever heard of you. Infact, twas 
just about to send for you when you made your pitiful escape effort.” 
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“Itold you Daddy would try to force you to leave without me,” 
Sansta murmured. 

‘Awhip cracked from the side, andSansia jerked, inhalingsharply 
‘in pain, Mara glanced at her, saw the bright streak of blood across 
her cheek. “If you have something to say, you will say it to me,” 
Praysh sald coldly. “And you will start by telling me who you are 
and exactly why you're here.” 

“and if don't?” Mara asked. 

Praysh’s gaze shifted to Sansia. “We'll start the persuasion with 
your friend here. | don't think you want to hear the details.” 

Mara looked around the room, searching for a chink—any 
chink—in Praysh's defenses. But there wasn't one. About all she 
could do now Is refuse to talk and hope there would be fewer guards 
todeal with in whatever torture chamber they tookher and Sansiato. 

Unless they didn’t plan to let her watch. Or, worse, let her watch 
‘on a monitor from a different location entirely. That would mean 
letting them put Sansia under a knife 

‘A quarter of the way across the room, one of the guards at the 
chamber’s main entrance door abruptly stepped forward, acomlink 
Inhis hand. “Your First Greatness, aword if! may,” hecalled toward 
the throne. “I've just received word that there is new evidence of 
who this spy is.” 

“Excellent,” Praysh said, swiveling his throne around toface that 
direction. “Bring it to me.” 

‘The guard spoke into the comilink, and the door opened toreveal 
twomore Drach'nam and H'sishi, the Togorian scavenger Mara had 
met briefly outside the palace wall. Clutched in H’sish!’s hands was 
a section of the packing cylinder Bardrin’s floater globe had been in. 

‘The section that had had Mara’s lightsaber concealed in it. 

‘Maraclenched her hands tightly as the triomarched through the 
assembled guards toward the throne. Any chance she and Sansia 
might have of escaping was goingto depend heavily on the fact that 
Praysh didn’t know about her Force abilities. If H'sishi showed the 
lightsaber to him, that advantage would vanish in that same heart- 
eat. She had to make her move before that happened. 

But there was still no chance. A Drach’nam on either side of her, 
‘more of them crowding the room, the packing cylinder section too far 
away for her to rip out the inner lining and get the lightsaber out... 

“Who is this?" Praysh demanded. 

“Ascavenger from the street,” one of the guards said, “This is a 
section of the packing cylinder which the human brought your gift 
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in.” He reached over to take the cylinder section from H'sishi— 

‘The Togorian pulled it away from him. [It is mine to show,] she 
hissed. [My discovery. My reward.] 

“Just let her bring it,” Praysh said, gesturing impatiently. “Show 
me this supposed evidence. 

Deliberately, Mara thought, H’sishilooked over at the twowomen. 
‘Then, stepping through the inner ring of guards, she held the 
cylinder section up in front of Praysh. [You see here] she said, 
pointing a claw to the bottom. [It is the marking seal of the Uoti 
Corporate.) 

“What?” Sansia muttered as Praysh leaned close to look, and 
Mara could sense her sudden confusion and suspicion. If her 
would-be rescuer was actually from their Uoti competitors instead 
of from her father— 

“Quiet,” Mara muttered back, frowning in some confusion of her 
‘own. There hadn't been any marking seals on the cylinder—she'd 
made sure of that. Had the Togorian mixed her cylinder up with 
some other piece of garbage? 

“That is indeed the Uoti symbol,” Praysh agreed, taking the 
section from H'sishi and turning his gaze on Mara again. “So that's 
what this is all about, is it? Uoti wants their new toys back.” 

Mara didn't reply, her eyes on 'sishias shetried tofigureout what 
‘was going on. But the Togorian's expression was totally unreadable. 

“Yes, that must be It,” Praysh decided. “And I suppose I should 
have expected this. I must congratulate you on your speed and 
efficiency in locating me—it’s been, what, only a week since that 
particular acquisition?” 

“Yet perhaps the efficiency Is only an illusion, Your First Great- 
ness,” one of the Drach'nam spoke up, eyeing H'sish! suspiciously. 
“Recall that all the packing from the Uot! acquisition was similarly 
thrown tothe scavengers. This alien could have obtained one ofthe 
marking seals and transferred it to this cylinder.” 

“No,” Praysh told him. “The seal has the proper edge engraving 
carved into the metal around It. It's genuine.” 

He gave Mara a smile that sent an involuntary shiver down her 
back. “Besides, why else would a warrior of such skill deliberately 
step beneath my hand as she has?” 

Mara looked backatH’sishi. The Togorian was gazingbackather 
now; and as their eyes met, she lifted a hand to casually rub at her 
neck, stretching her claws a little further from the ends of her 
fingers as she did so. Was she trying to show Mara how she'd faked 
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the edge engraving? Or was there some other message there? 

‘And suddenly, Mara got it. 

“Idon'tknow what kind of trickthis is supposed tobe, YourFirst & 
Greatness,” she called, putting an edge of scorn intoher voice.“But § 
it’s a pretty feeble one. I can tell from here that's not part of the 
cylinder I brought.” 

Praysh face darkened. “Can you really,” he rumbled. “What 
remarkably good eyes. Or what a remarkable wretched memory. 
Perhaps that memory needs some encouragement.” 

(Perhaps a closer look at It would help, Your First Greatness, 
H'sishi suggested. 

“I think not,” Praysh bit out. “The preliminary games are over. 
She's refused to play.” He glared at Mara. “Your last chance, 
warrior, to do this the easy way.” 

Hsishi glanced at Mara, her expression suddenly lookingstricken, 
Mara lifted her eyebrows, nodding fractionally toward the cylin- 
der... [May have the cylinder section back, Your First Greatness?} 
the Togorian asked. 

“Whent'm done withit,” Praysh said shortly, his attention stillon 
Mara. “No? Very well, then. Guards—" 

‘And abruptly, H’sishi leaped up to the throne in front of him. 
Slashing her claws across the faces of the two bodyguards flanking 
Praysh, she snatched thecylinder section from his hands, slammed 
itacross his head hard enough to stun, and reached her hand in to 
the Inner lining. Above the roar of multiple Drach'nam bellows 
‘came the screech of tearing metal; and just as the inner ring of 
‘guards reached H'sishi and threw themselves on top of her, she 
flicked her wrist over their heads— 

‘And Mara’s lightsaber came spinning across the room toward 
her. 

‘There was a warning shout from someone; but it was already far 
too late. Mara grabbed the weapon in an iron Force grip, yanking it 
through the Drach’nam hands trying to slap it out of the air. 
“Down!” she barked toSansiaas she caught and ignited the weapon, 
in the same motion cutting down the two guards flanking her. 

And the entire audience chamber collapsed into pandemonium, 

The nearest of the Drach'nam, too close to use their whips 
against her, went for their knives instead. They died holding them. 
Those further back lived a little longer, butnot much. With no time 
to organize, too densely packed together for efficient use of their 
whips, and facing a weapon that could cut through the lashes with 
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‘ease, they had no chance at all. Mara slashed through their ranks 
like a mowing machine, littering the rocky ground behind her with 
thelr bodies, a haze of righteous fury clouding her vision. Retribu- 
tion for Sansia and the other degraded women in the slave pits; 
retribution for piracy and robbery and cold-hearted murder; retri- 
bution for the danger they'd put the Wild Karrde’s crew in— 

And suddenly, or so it seemed, it was over. 

She stood in the middle of the room, lightsaber held high, 
gasping hard with her exertion. All around her were piles of 
Drach'nam bodies— 

{I would not have believed it.] 

Mara spun around. H'sishi was pressed against the wall behind 
the throne, staring at Mara with an expression of stunned disbelief, 
ahalf dozen oozing wounds scattered across the matted fur of her 
face and torso. “How badly are you hurt?” Mara called, crossing the 
room toward her. None of the injurles looked serious, but she 
‘wasn’t familiar enough with Togorian physiology to know for sure. 

{Not badly, H’sishi assured her. (They lost interest in me very 
quickly.) 

“Lucky for me they did,” Mara said grimly, focusing on the false 
wall behind H’sishi, the wall containing the two hidden blaster 
ports she'd spotted on her first trip through the chamber. 

Only now there was a second hole, knife-blade-sized, Just be- 
neath each of the ports. And gripped in H’sishi's hand was an 
appropriated Drach’nam knife, its blade stained with the pale pink 
of Drach'nam blood. 

“Thank you,” Mara said, gesturing to the wall. “Iwondered why 
they never fired at me.” 

[They never had time,] H’sishi said simply. 

“Isee that. Thank you. What about Praysh?” 

UI believe he escaped,] H’sishi said. (Along with many of his 
guards. But we must hurry—your companion is already gone.) 

“What?” Mara demanded, looking around again. Sansia was 
gone, all right. “Did Praysh take her?” 

{No, she left alone, by that door.] H'sishi pointed, 

Heading for her ship, no doubt, all set to take off and leave Mara 
and H'sishi stranded here. “Blast it,” Mara snarled. “Come on.” 

‘The corridors, not surprisingly, were deserted. Mara led the 
way, lightsaber in hand, silently berating herself for not expecting 
last-minute back-blading like this in the first place. Like father, like 
daughter... 
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And then, almost before she was ready for it, they pushed open 
‘one final door and stumbled into an open courtyard filled with 
yachts, small freighters, and rows of deadly, spine-winged 
Starfighters. Midway across the yard, a single ship was just lifting 
off into the air. 

‘ASoroSuub 3000 luxury yacht. 

[ls that her?] H'sisht asked. 

“Yes,” Mara sald sourly. Like father, like daughter, all right. 

But there was no time now for the luxury of anger. “We'd better 
find a way out of here before Praysh gets what's left of his thugs 
organized,” she told H’sishi. “Let’ssee if any of these other shipsare 
unlocked—" 

‘She paused, frowning. The yacht, contrary to her expectations, 
‘wasn't heading for the sky as fast as Sansia could push it. Instead, 
ithad moved on repulsorlifts to a hovering position a few meters 
over the center of the courtyard. 

‘And even as Mara wondered what in the worlds Sansia was 
doing, a pair of turbolaser blasts blazed outward from the under- 
side of the craft into one of the parked starfighters, blowing it Into 
a violent yellow fireball. 

H'sishi snarled something Mara didn’t catch over the roar of the 
flames, Still firing, the yacht swiveled slowly around In a circle, 
methodically turning the rest of Praysh’s potential pursult craft 
into scrap metal. Then, maneuvering across to where Mara and 
H'sishl stood, it dropped again tothe ground and the hatch popped 
open. “I thought you two would never show up,” Sansla’s voice 
called impatiently {rom the direction of the bridge. “Come on, let's 
get out of here.” 


SSS 


‘The guards who'd been watching the outside of Bardrin's man- 
sion during Mara’s first visit were nowhere to be seen as she and 
‘Sansia parked their landspeeder and headed inside. 

‘And, as it turned out, for good reason. 

“Welcome back, Mara,” Karrde said, rising from his chair beside 
Bardrin’s massive deskas Mara and Sansia entered. He was smiling, 
but Maracould sensetthe icy anger simmering beneath the pleasant 
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expression, “Excellent timing, as always. We've Just secured the 
mansion, and I was about to start putting together an attack force 

to come after you.” He half bowed to Sansia. “You must be Sansia 
Bardrin. Welcome home, as well.” Hi 

“Thank you,” Sansia sald, nodding back. “I'm impressed—the 
people who designed this little fortress for my father claimed it 
‘would be impossible for anyone to take it. Not intact, at least.” 

“[had some professional assistance.” Karrde looked at Bardrin, 
‘seated in glowering silence behind his desk. “As well as consider- 
able motivation. You may want to explain to your father later that 
playing games with my people this way is not a way to maintain a 
long and healthy life.” 

“Don't worry,” Sansia promised darkly. “He and I have a great 
deal to talk about. Starting with his willingness to leave me to rot in 
Praysh’s slime pits as long as he got his precious Winning Gamble 
back.” 

“You wouldn't have been there more than another six hours,” 
Bardrin rumbled. “I already had a team assembled to come in after 
you.” 

“Through Praysh’s outer defenses?” Sansia snorted. “They'd 
have been cut to ribbons before they even hit atmosphere.” 

Mara cleared her throat. “Actually, I think you'll find he’s been 
‘even more devious than you thought,” she said, stretching out with 
the Force to Bardrin’s mind. She had most of the pieces now, but his 
‘emotional reactions would help confirm she was putting them 
together in the right order. “I think he set you up deliberately to be 
captured by those pirates, knowing they'd send you and the 
Winning Gamble straight to Praysh.” 

Sansia frowned at her. “You can't be serious. What would he gain 
by that?” 

Mara smiled tightly at Bardrin. “Some brand-new, high-tech 
prototypes Praysh stole from the Uoti Corporate.” 

Bardrin’s expression remained solidly under control, but his 
guilty mental twitch was all the confirmation Mara needed. “I don't 
know what you're talking about,” he growled. 

“But continue anyway,” Karrde invited, a sly smile touching his 
lips. Mara had been with him long enough, she knew, for him to 
recognize that she never used this tone of voice when she was just 
guessing. “This is most interesting.” 

Mara looked at Sansia. “You remember that Praysh mentioned it 
had only been a week since the Uoti theft. Your father heard about 


® 


SPAS TTF 


“Adventure Jounal » May 1968 


ltand decided to steal it from them before oti could get organized 
to retrieve it themselves. He knew that when the pirates gave you 
toPraysh they'd also give him the Winning Gamble; and sohe rigged 
that fancy targeting system you told me about to make a complete 
sensor recording of Praysh’s defense array on the fight in.” 
Sansia'sfacehadturned 
toglazed stone. “Why, you 
Mara frowned. _‘eetnttns wy. 
‘Are you throwing | next betty,” she breathed, 
7 her eyes locked on her 
me out? father's face like twin 
turbolasers. “You deliber- 
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ately put me through that—?" 
“I thought someone of Jade’s skills would have a better chance 
of getting out alone,” Bardrin cut her off brusquely. “And she would 
have an easier time getting to the Winning Gamble from Praysh's 
audience chamber instead of the slave quarters, which is why Isent 
that anonymous tip suggesting he contact the Mrahash of Kvabja 
about the floater globe. Once we had the Winning Gamble and could 
analyze Praysh’s outer defense array, our private troops could 
have swept in with ease, res- 
cued you, and destroyed 
Praysh’s operation In a single 
blow.” 
“And the Uotl prototypes?” 
Bardrin shrugged. “A small 
bonus. A reward, If you like, for 
our civic-mindedness in elim 
nating a particularly noxious 
slaver. We are business people, 
Sansia.” 
He looked significantly at 
Karrde, “And [taught you better 
than to vent business disputes 
In front of outsiders.” 
“Yes, you certainly did.” 
Sansia took a deep breath, then 
turned to look at Mara. “What- 
ever he promised to pay you, 
you deserve more. Name your 
price.” 
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‘outright over your kidnapping of my crew.” 

He looked at Sansia. “Unless you'd rather not make such a deal, 
‘ofcourse. Ican certainly take my fee in blood instead if you prefer.” 

“It is tempting,” Sansia admitted. “But no, I'll deal with Daddy 
dear in my own way.” She smiled thinly. “Out of sight of outsiders. 
‘What sort of fee do you want?” 

“We'll work out something later,” Karrde told her, putting his 
blaster away. “Til be in touch. Come, Mara. It's time to get back to. 
clean air again.” 

‘They left the room and headed through the strangely deserted 
mansion; and it was only as they were descending the final stair- 
case toward the vestibule that Karrde’s earlier comment about 
having had professional assistance finally became clear. Lurking in 
the shadow of a carved support pillar where he could cover both 
the stairway and the door was asilhouette she remembered all too 
well. 

“I called in a few favors from Councilor Organa Solo,” Karrde 
murmured in explanation from beside her. “It was avery profitable 
trad 

“Yes,” Mara said, shivering involuntarily as they passed the 
‘Noghri warrior and headed down the stairway. “I'll just bet it was.” 


“Mara?” 


Blowing a drop of sweat olf the end of her nose, Mara keyed off 
the combat practice remote and shut down her lightsaber. “Come 
in,” she called. 

“Thought I'd find you here,” Karrde said, glancing around the 
Wild Karrde’s exercise room as he walked in. “H'sishi said you'd 
been spending a lot of time alone in here. Making angry sounds, was 
how she put it.” 

‘ve been working out a few frustrations,” Mara conceded, 
snagging a towel and wiping the moisture off her face. “How's she 
doing?” 

“Mostly healed,” Karrde said, crossing to one of the resistance 
benches and sitting down. “Itwasher very first timeina bacta tank, 
as it happens. She’s rather impressed.” 
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“We need to do more for her than just get her back to health,” 
Mara said, “She really put her neck on the block when she brought 
my lightsaber into Praysh's palace.” g 

“lagree," Karrde said. “Though oddly enough, she doesn'tseeit & 
that way at all. She told me that once she found your lightsaber and 
realized you were a Jedi, she had no doubt at all that you could 
handle Praysh's legions with ease.” 

Maragrimaced. Jedi... “Itrust you disabused her of thatnotion?” 

“Not really, As far as I'm concerned, you're a Jedi in everything 
but name.” 

It wasn’t that simple, Mara knew. Not nearly that simple. But it 
also wasn’t a subject she wanted to get into right now. “Were you 
able to dig anything out of her as to what sort of reward she might 
like?" sheasked instead. “Icouldn’t make any headway at allon that 
subject on our way off Torpris.” 

“According to her, all she’s ever wanted was to get out of that 
demeaning scavenger life she'd been forced into,” Karrde said. “It 
doesn't sound like she has much in the way of marketable skills, 
though, solwas thinkingof offering her acourse of study in starship 
‘operations at our training center on Quyste.” 

“I think she'd like that,” Mara nodded. “She seemed fascinated 
with everything about the Winning Gamble during the flight.” 

“Good,” Karrde said. “If she proves competent enough after her 
training, | thought I'd also see if she'd be interested in joining the 
organization.” He smiled. “Though whether that would qualify as a 
reward or a punishment is probably debatable in some circles.” 

The smile faded. “Actually, | was wondering if you were finding 
yourself in one of those particular circles at the moment.” 

‘Mara felt her lip twist. “You do find convoluted ways to bring up 
these subjects, don't you?” 

“Itadds variety to conversation,” he said. “Particularly when the 
other party to the discussion seems inclined to avoid the issue.” 

‘Mara sighed. “I don’t know, Karrde. I've been feeling—I don’ 
know. Squeezed, I suppose. The responsibilities have been weigh- 
ing more and more on me lately, and this thing with Bardrin seems 
to have brought it all to a head. I don’t like the fact that he picked 
on us in the first place because we were smugglers and couldn't go 
to the authorities over the kidnapping of the Wild Karrde's crew. 
‘And [really don’tlike the facthe was ableto manipulate mesoeasily 
by threatening them that way.” 

‘Shewaved the lightsaber. “I feel like Ineed to get out somewhere. 
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Anywhere. At least for awhile.” 

“Lunderstand,” Karrde said quietly. “It is a crushing responsibil- 
ity sometimes.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Fortunately, like all good 
employers, I've come up with a possible solution. How would you 
like to go into business for yourself?” 

Mara frowned. “Are you throwing me out?” 

“Oh, no,” Karrde assured her. “Certainly not unless you yourself 
want to leave. Iwas talking about settingyou up with asmall trading 
company of your own for awhile. A totally legitimate one, of course, 
which should help keep opportunists like Ja Bardrin off your back. 
You'd get a chance to relax away from the perennial intrigues and 
back-blading of the fringe, get some experience with small-business 
management, and possibly even gain a little more respect among 
the high-noses on Coruscant.” 

“That last one’s pretty low on my list,” Mara sald, glowering 
down at her lightsaber. “What do you get out of it?” 

Karrde waved a hand casually. “Oh, just the satisfaction of 
helping out a loyal and trusted colleague. And, of course, getting 
back a more experienced and relaxed lieutenant when you return 
to the organization.” 

“And if I decide not to come back?” 

A muscle in Karrde’s cheek twitched. “I would hate to lose you, 
Mara,” he sald quietly. “But | would also never try to hold onto you 
ifyou truly didn’t want to stay. That's not how I do things.” 

Mara fingered her lightsaber. Freedom, Real, genuine freedom... 
“Isuppose I could try It for awhile,” she said at last. “Where would 
‘we pull the startup money and resources from?” 

“From Sansia Bardrin, of course,” Karrde said. “She still owesme, 
after all. And now that she has an effective veto over the family's 
business decisions, her father can hardly do anything to block it.” 

Mara shook her head in disbelief. “I really would have expected 
her to doa lot more to him than just appropriate some of his stock,” 
she said. “Certainly given the way she was looking at him when we 
left.” 

“They're business people,” Karrde pointed out. “That's what 
warfare looks like in those circles. And of course, you already have 
aship. The Winning Gamble.” 

Mara blinked. “I thought that was the organization's.” 

“Sansia gave it to you, not the organization,” Karrde reminded 
her. “And you're certainly not going to make a case that you didn’t 
earnit.” 


o) 


‘Timothy Zahn 


SPARS IAF 


“Adventure Jounal » May 1998 


gq Now Mara murmured, an odd feeling trickling through her. 

‘She'd never owned her own ship before. Never. Even when she was 
i the Emperor's Hand, all the ships and equipment she used were 
E Imperial issue and property. Her own ship... 

“Anyway, start thinking about what exactly you'll want and we 
can work out the details later,” Karrde said, standing up. “T'lllet you 
get back to your exercises now.” He headed for the door— 

“Karrde?” Dankin’s voice came over the exercise roomintercom. 
“You there?” 

“Yes,” Karrde called toward the speaker. “What Is It?” 

“We've got an incoming transmission from Luke Skywalker,” 
Dankin sald. “He reports the New Republicraid on Praysh’sfortress 
Is over and all the slaves have been rescued unharmed. He wants 
to thank you for sending him the defense array data, and to discuss 
your fee for it.” 

“Thank you,” Karrde said. “Congratulate him, and tell him I'll be 
right there.” 

‘The intercom clicked off. "You sent Luke the data?” Mara asked, 
It didn’t seem like the sort of thing a Jedi Master would get 
personally involved in. 

“I thought he'd be able to move on it faster than if I tried going 
through the New Republic command structure,” Karrde sald. “Ap- 
parently, I was right.” 

“tt must be terrible to be right so often,” Mara murmured, 

“Its a heavy burden,” Karrde agreed with a smile, “One just has 
to learn to live with it. I'll see you later.” 

He left. Wiping her face again, Mara tossed the towel aside and 
ignited her lightsaber. A new job—even If it was only temporary— 
and her own ship. Her very own ship. 

Though of course she would have to change its name. Winning 
Gamble sounded more like something Solo or Calrissian would use. 
No, she needed something more personal, something that would 
hearken back to what she'd gone through to earn it. The Jade's 

Whip, perhaps, or the Jade's Sting. 

No, She smiled. The Jade's Fire. 

Keying on the practice remote, feeling more relaxed than she 
hadin weeks, she settled intocombat stance and lifted her lightsaber. 
Yes, this was going to be interesting. Very interesting, indeed. 
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Roleplaying 
Game Sourcefile 
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Blaster 90+1, blaster: holdout blaster 10D+1, brawling parry 7D+2, dodge 8D+?2, 
lightsaber 4D+2, melee weapons 6D+2, pick pocket 8D+2, running 6D+2, thrown 
weapons 60-2 
KNOWLEDGE 2042 
Allen species 8D+2, bureaucracy 7D.2, business 8D, intimidation 7D+2, languages 
{8D.2, planetary systems 6D, streetwise 7D+1, survival 9D+1, value 8D, willpower 7D 
MECHANICAL 20.2 
Astrogation 8D+2, beast riding SD+2, communications 6D-2, ground vehicle opera- 
tion 6D+2, repulsoriit operations SD-2, sensors SD2, space transports 9D+2, 
stafghterpoting 9D+2, starship gunnery 80-2, starship shields 8, swoop opera 
thon De 
PERCEPTION 2D+1 
Bargain 8D, command 7D+1, con 6D+1, lorgery 4D+2, gambling 4D+1, hide 8D+2, 
Investigation SD, persuasion SD+1, search 7D+1, sneak &D+1 
‘STRENGTH 3D+2 
Brawling 6D+2, climbing/jumping 7D+2,lilt- 
Ing 50-2, stamina 8D+2, swhmming 6D+2 
"TECHNICAL 3D_ 
Blaster repair 6D, computer program- 
ming/repalr 7D, demolitions 5D+2, 
‘drold programming 3D+2, drold re: 
pair 3D+2, first ald SD, ground ve- 
hicle repair 6D, repulsorlift repair 
Del, starship weapons repair SD+1 
‘Special Abilities: 
Force sill Control 2D+2, sense, 
alter 2Ds1 
Force powers (these are only powers 
‘Mara has demonstrated tothis point) 
Control: Absorb/dissipate energy, 
acceleratehealing,controlpaln, emp 
tiness,enhanceattribute, hibernation 
trance, remain conscious, resist stun 
‘Sense: Danger sense, fe detection, lle 
semen cons repel 
“Alter: Injure/kl telekinests 
Control and Sense: Projective telepa- 
thy 
Control and Alter: Inlet pain 
Control, Sense, ond Alter. Telekinetic 
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‘This character is Force sensitive. 

Force Points: 4 

Dark Side Ponte: 3 

‘Character Points: 30 

Move: 10 

Equipment: Holdout blaster (30), comllnk, lightsaber (SD) 

_ Capsule: Mara Jade has served aboard the crew of the Wild Karrde for 
several years now. She was previously in the service of the Empire, an 
‘assassin and highly-skilled operative by name of the Emperor's Hand. 
During the resurgence of imperial forces under Grand Admiral Thrawn, 
she ultimately met with her master’s nemesis, Luke Skywalker. After 
‘some initial hostiitles the two eventually became acquaintances, and 
Mara has begun some training as a Jedl. She now wields Skywaller's 
‘original lightsaber—his father’s—and serves as Talon Karrde's able 
eutenant. 

Mara Jade is a striking human female with red-gold hatr and high 
‘cheekbones, She is exceptionally athletic and isa formidable adversary 
4n combat—or, for that matter, in any situation, She has been an 
Invaluable asset to both Karrde’s crew and to the New Republic during 
key struggles over the years. Lately, however, the pressures of leader- 
ship and other stresses she can't quite put a name to have welghed on 
her considerably. 


Mara Jade Sourcefile 
‘Toread about Mara Jade and Talon Karrde’s first meeting, 
check out “First Contact” in The Best of the Star Wars 
Adventure Journal or in Bantam Spectra's Tales from the 
Empire anthology. 

For more information about Mara Jade during Grand 
‘Admiral Thrawn's campaign, read Heir to the Empire, Dark 
Force Rising, and The Last Command, and refer tothe Thrawn 
Trilogy Sourcebook. The Jed! Academy Trilogy Sourcebook 
details Mara and her involvement in the Smuggler's Alliance 
during the struggle against Admiral Daala's forces. Cracken’s 
Threat Dossier provides information about Mara during the 
time of the Corellian Trilogy (Ambush at Corellia, Assault at 
Selonia, and Showdown at Centerpoint). 

To see more of Mara Jade, Talon Karrde, H'sishi and the 
‘crew of the Wild Karrde in action, check out Specter of the 
Past, the first volume of Hand of Thrawn. Look for the second 
book, Vision ofthe Future, tobe published by Bantam Spectra 
in late 1998. 
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Allen species 4D-2, bureau- 
‘cracy 4D+2, bureaucracy: 
Bardrin Group 8D+2, business 
7D, business: Bardrin Group 
902, cultures 4D, intimida- 
tion 5D+2, languages 4D+2, 
planetary systems 4Ds1. 
‘Streetwise 5D+2, value 4D.2, 
value: ship systems 7D+2, 
value: weapons 8D+2, will 
power SD-2 

MECHANICAL 20+1 
Astrogation3D+1,eapital ship 
gunnery 4D, communications 
40-1, repuisorlit operation 
3Ds1, sensors 4D+1, space 
transports 3D+1, starship gun- 
ery D1 

PERCEPTION 3D+2 

Bargain 7D+2,command6D-2, 
command: Bardrin Group 
80.2, con 7D, gambling 5D, 
persuasion 5D+2 
STRENGTH 2D+2 

Braveling 3D+2 


‘TECHNICAL 3D+1 

Capital ship weapon repair 4D+1, computer programming/repalr SD, security 3D.2, 

starship weapon repalr 4D+1 

Foree Potnta: 1 

Dark Side Potnte: 2 

Character Polnte: 12 

Move: 9 

Equtpment: Comlink, datapad, remote access unit 
‘Capsule: Ja Bardrin Is a prominent businessman; one of the few who 
managed to not only weather the Galactic Civil War and the collapse of 
the Empire, but actually profit from it. His company, the Bardrin Group, 
has a deep-seated rivalry with Uoti Corporate: the two are constantly at 
odds over weapon and ship systems markets. Bardrin lost a bid to be 
the exclusive distributor for Fabritech in the Aparo and Wyl sectors 
over three years ago, and Is still fighting the decision. 

‘Stubborn, egotistical, and devoted to self and the bottom line above 

allelse, Jais large, middle-aged human male with a powerful voice and. 
‘a commanding presence. 


Timothy Zahn 


Bardrin Group versus Uoti Corporate 

The rivalry between Bardrin Group and Uoti Corporate 
has raged for more than 20 standard years. Both companies 
distribute the weapons and ship systems of the major corpo- 
rations in many sectors, and also develop their own prod- 
ucts. 

‘TheBardrin-Uoti hostilities have erupted into violence on 
more than one occasion; clashes between the two entities in 
the Ansuroer sector some years ago resulted in significant 
legal troubles for both companies. The chief officers of 
Bardrin Group and Uoti Corporate are known for their 
ferocity in business. Both are also suspected to have strong 
relationships with underworld figures and organizations. In 
the days of the Rebellion, Bardrin Group had a significant 
advantage over Uoti due to an exceptionally profitable rela- 
tlonship with several outfits that were later learned to have 
been linked to Black Sun. 

The turf war for marketing, distribution, advertisement 
and respect drives both groups to combat one another even 
In markets they aren't all that interested in: better to hold a 
worthless market than let your enemy gain any ground. 

Following the Alliance victory at Endor, both companies 
have scrambled to establish strong relations with the grow- 
Ing Republic bureaucracy, while still maintaining their prof- 
table relations with Imperiaballied corporations in other 
regions. So far, it appears Uot! Corporate is ahead in this 
struggle, and they'll be the first to inform you of that fact. 

Both companies frequently hire smugglers and bounty 
hunters for various “business ventures.” 


Timothy Zahn 
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only child: as such, she displays many of the bitter qualities of being a 
billionaire’s sole daughter. he Is not exceptionally enthralled with the 
business climate her father revels in—and has litle interest In the 
Bardrin-Uot rivalry—but she certainly has Bardrin blood inher. as she 
canbe quite tenacious. 

Sansia isa capable pllot and has an eye for detal; three traits have 
prompted her father to on occasion use her for assignments relevant to 
his business. Herlast venture tothe ports of Makksre s one she'llikely 
not forget—nor forgive—tor quite some time. 


Chay Praysh 

‘Type: Drach’nam Lord, 

DEXTERITY 2D+2 

Blaster 5D+2, dodge 4D.2, brawling parry SD+2, grenade 4D 

KNOWLEDGE 30+ 

Allen species SD+1, bureaucracy 4D+1, business SD+1, cultures 30+2, intimidation 

5D, languages 4D, planctary systems 4D+1, survival SD+1, streetwise 7D, survival 
4Del, survival: cavernous 7D+1, 

‘value 5D+1, value: slaves 7D+1 

MECHANICAL 2D 

‘Astrogation 3D, beast riding 3D, Jet 

packoperation 4D, spacetransports 

40, starship gunnery 4D, starehip 

shields 30, swoop operation 5D 

PERCEPTION 4D. 

Bargain SD, command 6D, com 

‘mand: Drach'namslavers 7D+1, con, 


Brawling 7D, lifting 6D, stamina 6D 
TECHNICAL 2D 

Computer programming/re 
4D+1, security 30 

Special Abilities: 

Vision: The Drach'nam's viston in- 
<ludes the ability to seein theintra- 
red spectrum. They can see tn dark- 
ness withno penalty, providedthere 
are heat sources. 

Foree Polnts: 1 

Dark Side Potnts: 4 

Character Potnts: 12 

Move: 10 

Equipmeat: Blaster (4D), Jeweled 
scepter (STR+2) 

‘Capeule: Chay Praysh is a ruthless criminal whose rise to prominence 
Inthe years after the Battle of Endor has been substantial. ADrach'nam. 
‘male who relishes in his self-styled image of royalty, Praysh despises 
‘most all beings who are not his own kind. His slaves are almost 
exclusively human, and only the rare non-Drach’nam is given any 
semblance of responsibility in his organization (the Bith physician in 
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Sn ol poet. 


Drach’nam Guard. All stats are 2D except: Dexterity 3D, blaster 
3D+2, melee combat 4D, melee combat: neuronic whip 4D+2, Strength 


hhle employ is one of those few). His obvious contempt for female 
humans has never been explained, but there is no doubt among those 
‘under his command that he is a true, pink-blooded Drach'nam—he's 


‘ereyos oper 


4DsI, brawling 6D+1, lifting 6D, stamina 5D+1. Move: 12. Neuronic 


whip (STR+1D or SD stun), combat knife (STR+1D+2, hilt STR+2), 


blaster (4D). 


Praysh Palace 

Chay Praysh's mansion and grounds in Kalthis City ap- 
pear the typical wealth-laden abode from the slum streets 
that surround it, but the interior is as foreboding and darkas 
any Drach’nam sub-bullding on La'drach. The hallways are 
essentially high bore-tunnels, with secret cameras and con- 
cealed ceiling defense systems laden with spikes and 
razorwire, The cold floors are fashioned largely from stone. 

Praysh’s throne room features heavy walls and an even 
heavier contingent of Drach'nam guards. The throne rests 
on a dais fitted with a revolving mechanism. 

In the Interest of maintaining a secure estate, Praysh 
‘keeps several adult krizar loose on his grounds and many of 
his guards on patrol. Thereare alsotwoEspo walkers for the 
Infrequent urban riots that might pour over onto his im- 
maculate grounds. Praysh keeps a sizable fleet of (largely 
stolen) starfighters, freighters and other ships. There is also 
a trlo of atmospheric defense cannons that can defend the 
estate from attacking fighters—New Republic squadrons or 
rival criminal groups. 


2) 


Si’rin Blath f 
Physician —— — rem 

Di 2D 

a i 

KNOWLEDGE 4D 


‘Allen spectes 5D allen species: Drach’nam 6D, alien spectes: humans 7D,cultures SD 
MECHANICAL 2D 


PERCEPTION 3D+2 
Bargain 4D, investigation 3D 
‘STRENGTH 2D 


iting 3D 
4D+1 


Computer programming/repatr 4D+2, first ald 6, (A) medicine SD 
‘Special Abilities: 
Vision: Bith have the ability to focus on microscopic objects, giving them a +1D to 
Perception skills involving objects less than 30 centimeters away. However, a8 & 
‘consequence ofthis, the Bith have become extremely myopic. They suffer penalty 
Of 1D for any visual-based action more than 20 meters away and cannot see more 
than 40 meters under any circumstances 
‘Scent Bth have well-developed senses of smell, giving them a «1D to all Perception 
‘kills when pertaining to actions and people within three meter 
‘Manual Dexterity: Bith gain a +1D bonus to the performance of fine motor skils— 
picking pockets, surgery, fine tool operation, ete.—but not to gross motor skills 
Such a8 Blaster and dodge. 
[Note: For more information on the Bith, refer to Galaxy Guide 4: Alien Races. 
Force Potnts: 1 
‘Character Polnte: 12 
Move: 8 
Equipment: Diagnostic computer 
Capeute: St'rin Blath was trained 
atsome of the best medical facill- 
les on Clak’dor Vil and other 
worlds, and had a promising fu- 
ture ahead of him when he was 
captured by slavers and eventu- 
ally sold to Chay Praysh. His medi 
‘cal expertise proved an asset; 
withoutit, helikely wouldhave 
beensold tothe Kesselmines 
‘or who knows where. Chay 
‘was “kind” enough to pro- 
vide Blath a position at 
thecrimelord’s mansion 


Y, andkrizar breeding pits 


on Torpis. As krizar 
harvestingisadanger- 
ous endeavor, medi- 
cal attention Is often. 
necessary toprevent 
“collateral damage” 
Glave injuries). 
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Blathis technically nota slave, as he recelves a meager salary for his 
‘work...but he knows he cannot quit his Job without serious conse- 
quences. The Bith physician is a kind being with a refined bedside 
manner, and though he would never volce his thoughts aloud, he waits 
{for the day he can escape. He hopes Praysh's estate's overrun by rivals, 
the Sector Patrol, or even a New Republic strike team. 


Krizar (pupal stage) 
Type: Devevoping | predator 


‘Bie: The krizar pupae's “palp” Isa ferce collection of tiny, locking teeth. When & 
Jazar sinks Its teeth into something at this stage, it does only 1D damage, but has 
4 Srengh of 2 ld ive i place and tpicaly mat be removed surly 
‘Shell: The hard, elipsold shell ofthe krlzar pupse provides the developing krizar 
than atonal 1D-2 defense aguinat physical damage 

‘Size: 4-8 centimeters long 


Krizar (adult stage) 
“Type: Predator 

DEXTERITY 3D 

PERCEPTION 3D 


aaa 

° 

eae 

‘Spectal Abilities: 

Beet ke to amet nn ae) 

oe cones acer om ae 
Seka saa rs Mig hetenonnsanra 

screens tet atte 

iran nacional 

Pea esta mrs ed 

silane staf reac ete ate ners 

Strength bonus to resist being moved. Killing the creature will not weaken the dew 

pty 

et 

Br mates 


Capsule: Sometimes referred to as “clampjaws,” the krizar are flerce 
animals used by many estates and compounds as guard creatures. The 
creatures are indigenous to Torpls; there are some analogous species 
that inhabit Vodran and other marsh-ike worlds, but the krizar are the 
‘most viclous, and are exported to other systems for a hefty price. 
During their pupae stage the krizar are sustained by a viscous gray 
sludge that flows throughout many of the subterranean caverns of 
Torpis. Krizar are now bred and slave-harvested in large numbers by 
many unscrupulous beings, Chay Praysh among them. 

‘The vicious maw of a krizar is often enough to sway a potential 
adversary; those unfortunate enough to be bitten by the creature have 
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little chance of escape. as the clamping mandible of the krizar is nearly 
Impossible to pry loose. The creature also has long, resilient dew claws 
| that effectively anchor the creature in place, preventing a larger crea- 
| ture from simply dragging the krizar away. Even if the animal is killed, 
itis still exceptionally difficult for the victim to escape; upon death, the 
lerlzar's system is flooded by a chemical that effectively locks the 
\L- creature in place. 


Torpls was settled centuries ago as a colony world for those 
inthe mining and Industries when the Kolris Belt was found to 
have massive reserves. Commerce and settlements grew 
quickly, and after more valuable resources were discovered in Torpls’ 
‘mountains, the influx of beings from all over the galaxy was huge. 

Ultimately, the cerellium reserves were depleted, and hose valuable 
minerals on Torpls were replaced by more advanced compounds. 
Torpis began a slow, downward spiral and became a relatively poor 
world with an exceptionally diverse population. In recent decades, 
renewed commerce has revitalized the world with the establishment of 
amajor trade routenearby, but many regions of the world—particularly 
the urban areas—are still ife with poverty and despair. Beggars of all 
species crowd the streets. 

Many ofthe mansions and grounds of underworld figures arelocated 

| in these decaying urban slums, Chay Praysh’s among them. 

|.” Within several of Torpis' underground caverns one can find the 
{infamous slime pits and muck “streams” the kizar breed In. 
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Game Notes: The BlastHand should be treated as a regular blaster for game 
purposes, though the weapons surgically attached othe user'sarmandhecan not 
Besar whut ror tht am Thre port or Har packs ane 
recharging. 

Capsule: BloTech’s BlastHand is relatively uncommon, but very effec- 
tive. The “hand” is a prosthetic shell that has some dexterity; it 
primarily a shel for the compact blaster housed within—most users 
can clench thelr fst or point their fingers, but do litle else. Many 
‘unscrupulous beings who have lost thelr natural hand—ike those inJa 
Bardrin’s employ—find BlastHands useful for gaining a decisive advan- 
tage over adversaries with Iltle worry of a draw. 


Jade’s Fire (Winning Gamble) 
‘Graft: SoraSuub Luxury 3000 

‘Typet Modified Private Space Yacht 

Seale: Starfighter 

Length: 50 meters 

Skill: Space transports: SoroSuub Luxury 3000 
Grew: | 


Passengers: 10 


‘Three Quad Turbolasers (ire separately) 


Fire Arc: Turret 
‘Still: Starship gunnery (when operated manually) 
Fire Control: 20 
‘Space Range:1-5/10/17 
‘Atmosphere Range: 100-500/1/1.7 km 

2D 


‘Tractor Beam Projector 


aA 


Fire Are: Front 

‘Stilt: Starship 

Fre Cont 

‘Space Rarge:1-3/7/15 

“Aamosphere Range: 100-300/700/1 5 km 

Damage: 2 
Capsule: The Winning Gamble is a highly-modilied craft the Bardrin 
Group stole from a SoroSuub executive some time ago. Many of the 
systems (Including the shoot-back system) were such advanced proto- 
types at the time that they are still cuttingedge. The craft has been 
outfitted even further since its theft, most notably with an advanced 
\sensor/cam system for covert surveillance. Now under the ownership 
bf Mara Jade and known as Jade's Fire, new systems will certainly be 
added and existing systems improved. 


‘Game statistics and information created by Craig Robert Carey based 
‘on Timothy Zahn's “Jade Solitaire.” 
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Imperial garrisons—stark and foreboding 
structures—dominate the landscape 
where ever they are constructed. 
They are symbols of the Empire's might. 
They are protected by all manner of lethal defenses. 
From roving patrols and death fences to turbolaser 
batteries and TIE fighter flybys, every possible 
resource is used to ensure that the 
facility remains invulnerable. 
To approach them is sheer folly—to attack is 
suicide. To get inside you would need an army— 
or—Just one Special Ops team ere in... 


THE ART 


WETRATION 


By John Beyer & Kathy Burdette 
Illustrations by Joe Corroney 


Infiltrating Imperial garrisons is not a science—it's an art. The 
ability to stealthily gain admittance to these imposing facilities is 
paramount to missions of sabotage, espionage, or rescue. How- 
ever, there are no clear-cut rules to guarantee success, no secret 
formulas that can be applied every time. There are only time tested 
guldelines and helpful tips from seasoned professionals, which if 
practiced Increase the chance for success. 


“How are we going to do this?” Maglenna asked, shielding her 
eyes in the afternoon sun. She and Major Haathi were sitting on a 
ratty service blanket at the edge of the forest. 

‘Above them, the sky was turning a brownish-purple with the 
onset of evening; beyond them lay the object of their latest mis- 
slon—an Imperial supply depot under heavy construction, tucked 
behind a network of impassable obstacles. First there was a three- 
story, fully-charged mesh-link fence surrounding the property; 
then there was a suspicious expanse of freshly-dug earth; then 
there was a massive hill, whose sides had been blasted away until 
they were glass-smooth and whose top was covered in heavy-laser 
turrets; and finally there was the depot itself, an assorted group of 
duracrete bulldings situated next towhat was supposed tobe atiny 
landing strip. Except that the tiny landing strip was now a massive 
network of landing pads, with a steady stream of freighters and 
starships coming and going. From there, Major Haathi's team was 
‘supposed to hijack a super freighter filled with supplies. 

‘Twoweeks earlier, Haathi had come up with a brilliant plan toget 
inside. However, that was when she had been under the impression 
that Alliance intelligence reports were correct. 

“So, General Madine, are you sure the surveillance reports are 
accurate?’ ‘Oh, surely, Major! Haathi said, opening up a large cold- 
storage medkit and rummaging around. “There's no security! Just 
a little two-meter mesh fence, two guards, and about a hundred 
construction workers!" ‘Wow, thank you, sir!" 

Maglenna said nothing. She hadn’t worked with Haathi for very 
Jong, but so far she had observed that whenever Haathi started 
ranting, it meant she was thinking. Which, according to legend, was 
often a very dangerous thing. 

Morgan didn't seem to think so. She was sitting in a collapsible 
chair at thetop of asmail hill, just beyond Maglenna and Haathi. Her 
Jacket was around her waist and she was leaning back, wearing 
mirrorshades, taking in the sun. Maglenna envied Morgan's unflag- 
ging trust in whatever Haathi did. 

Currently Haathi was taking large metal cylinders out of the 
medkit and setting them in front of her on the blanket. 
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“What do we do now?” Maglenna asked her. 

Haathi waved one of the cylinders. “This part of the plan stays 
the same. We get into the low-security portion exactly the way we 
planned.” 

5 “And once we get in? Assuming we get in... How do we get into 
the high-security sector?” 

i “Tm working on it.” She offered the cylinder to Maglenna, 
“Savareen brandy?” 

“No, thank you— 

Haathi set it down in front of Maglenna and poured the thick, 
clear contents into the lid. “Then just leave it there for effect.” 

“Major—" 

“TCharek.” 

“TCharek. know Ihaven’t been amember of this team very long, 
but— 

“You're already the best medtech we've had. Our last one would 
be running for home about now.” 

“Well, frankly, that's crossed my mind.” 

“Hey, mine, too.” Haathi opened acouple of metal containers and 
emptied their sloppy brown contents onto a plate. 

“What is that stuff?” 

“Takeout,” Haatht sald, shoving a plate at Maglenna. The food 
gave off astrong, moldy smell, and Maglenna declined to pickup the 
fork that Haathi chucked at her. “I think it's supposed to be a 
knockoff of some Rodian dish.” 

Ashort distance behind Maglenna, there was a sound of twigs 
breaking, and several voices. 

‘Maglenna tried not to notice; the voices had been anticipated. 
‘They were an important part of the original plan. 

“T’Charek,” Maglenna said. “There's something I've been want- 
Ing to ask you.” 

“Now?” a deep voice said, from up in the trees. 

“No,” Morgan replied without looking up. 

“What do you want to know?” Haathi asked Maglenna, tossing 
three more plates onto the blanket as if she were dealing cards. 

“Shouldn't I have gotten more training?” 

Haathi sipped the brandy. “Interesting question.” 

“Im only saying, | went straight from receiving my orders to 
preparing for this mission. Shouldn't I have been sent to comlink 
school, or advanced blaster training, or— 

“You're in school now,” Haathi said. 
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“Seriously. Come on, now,” Maglenna said. She had been trying 
very hard not to get exasperated, but Haathi's seat-of-her pants 
technique had already exceeded the crazy rumors Maglenna had 
been hearing about Special Ops leaders in general. Still, Maglenna 
didn't like hearing herself complain. “Don't be afraid to sound 
patronizing,” she told Haathi. “I have to learn somehow.” 

Haathi set down the last of the plates and looked right at 
‘Maglenna. Haathi’s eyes were her only serious features; the rest of 
her was always melted into some chair or slouching against some 
doorframe, one arm raised to emphasize some irreverent point she 
‘was making, and the other dangling laconically. And hall a grin on 
her face at all times. You got the Impression that you could go right 
up to her anytime and she'd want to sit down with you, talk with 
you, buy you a drink. But when she trained her black eyes on you 
‘and stared, yousuddenly felt as though there weren'tenough room 
in the whole galaxy to hide from her. You could be a rookle pilot or 
youcould bea general. You just shrankaway. Which Maglennadid, 
‘even as Haathi calmly said, “Maglenna, you do not need to be 
patronized.” 

“Now?” the voice in the trees sald again, 

“No,” Morgan said. 

“Listen,” Haathi sald, mercifully diverting her eyes to the cooler for 
second, “know what you're thinking. You're thinking, ‘Oh, dear, my 
C.O. has lost her little mind because she’s still going to try to get 
Inside.’ The fact is, t doesn't matter how well you plan. Something 
always...” She glanced over Maglenna's shoulder. “Here we go.” 

Maglenna started, but she didn’t turn around; the voices had 
been getting gradually closer, and now they stopped. For a few 
‘seconds everything was dead quiet, except for a few birds chirping 
1m the distance. Maglenna’s back twitched. 

‘Then Morgan spoke in a jarringly cheerful tone. “Hi, boys!” 

“Ma'am,” said one of the voices. Maglenna turned around; five 
Imperial army troopers—a sergeant, three privates, and a corpo- 
ral—stood about 10 meters behind her, blaster rifles slung around 
their backs. 

‘The sergeant removed his hat. 

“Afternoon, ladies,” he said. 

“Gentlemen,” Haathi said. Maglenna forced a pleasant smile and 
held out the brandy lid in the lieutenant's direction. 

“No, thank you,” he said. “Mind telling me what you're doing 
here?” 


3 


John Beyer & Kathy Burdete 


SEA PENDS 


“Raventure Joumal = May 1988 


“What, is it private property?” 

“Ma'am, you're a mite close to a restricted area.” 

“But we're not in it, are we?” 

“No, ma’am.” 

Haath! demonstratively set down her fork. She widened her 
black eyes, which were suddenly all innocence and no threat. 
“Listen, uh,..General?” 

He chuckled. “Sergeant.” 

“Sergeant, we promise we'll clean everything up when we go. | 
know there’s designated picnic areas by the lake, but it's so lush 
right here. It's getting so you can’t go anyplace where there’s trees 
and grass anymore, you know? These days it's all, ‘plow it down, 
build a city, who cares about nature.’ Well, you know what? Icare!” 

“Okay, okay, don't get excited. I'm just informing you that if you 
go any further beyond the hill where your pretty friend is sitting— 
“ Morgan shyly waggled her fingers at him— “then we'll have to 
escort you out of the woods. For your own safety, you understand.” 

“Are you guys police?” Morgan asked. 

“Kind of.” 

One of the privates spoke. “What are you girls having?” 

“Did you want some?” Haathi asked. 

“Oh, no, that's okay—" 

“No, really! Have some supper! | made this myself." She held up 
a plate, oozing over with Rodian food. 

‘The sergeant squinted. “Looks like takeout.” 

“What? I slaved over this all morning!” 

“Til have some,” the corporal sald, stepping forward a couple of 
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Paces. 

Haath! leaned suggestively against the medkit. “Just you?” she 
asked. 

‘The other four soldiers stepped forward. 

Morgan said, “Now.” 

‘There was a rustling of leaves and a light clicking noise from the 
tree Morgan had been addressing, and a few leaves shook to the 
ground; then, al five of the Imperial officers clapped their hands to 
thelr necks almost simultaneously. 

“Hey! Something bit me— one of them shouted, and then fell to 
the ground along with the others. 

A few moments later, Captain Jayme swung down to the tree's 
lowest branch, his face smeared with green paint and his new rifle 
strapped to his back, and dropped to the ground. 
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“Geez!” he sald. “I thought they'd never stand together!” He 

tossed the rifle, alight little carbine assembly, at Morgan. “It pulls 

to the left," he said. “Fix it” 

i “Hey!” Morgan ried, almostttrippingover her feet tocatch it. “Be 

2 carefull This is not one of your mongrel assembly-line blasters! It's 

fragile!” 

FT aathi got to her fet and surveyed the officers, whose pulses 

J _ were already being assessed by Maglenna, She crouched down by 
each one, placed a hand on each neck, and gingerly felt around. 

Everyone was warm, but their hearts were pumping nice and slow, 

“They're all out,” she said. 

Haathl shook her head. “People like that should not be allowed 
Into restricted areas.” She looked up. “Maglenna, get their stuff. 
Jayme, you get our stuff. Morgan, help me dispose of our picnic 
here.” 

‘Maglenna hesitated; if there was a process to stripping downed 
enemy forces, she didn’t know what it was. But, she figured the 
team probably needed everything. She got their jackets, their 
pants, their belts, their holsters, their boots, and in each breast 
pocket there was an ident badge. 

Jayme appeared next to her as she slipped into the corporal's 
Jacket. “You need this,” he said, and strapped her into a black 
shoulder holster containing a brand-new holdout blaster. This was 
her weapon of choice and Jayme had spent the past two weeks. 
teaching her how to use it properly. She had already been trained 
in marksmanship when she first joined the Alliance, but Jayme had 
Insisted that she know how to enter a room, how to move with 
cover fire, how to disarm an opponent, how to take stairs and 
corridors. He made her take her blaster apart and put it back 
together several times while the team was in hyperspace. 

Nobody made any attempt to disguise that she had a medkit, 
although this one was Imperialissue and had been acquired for the 
Rebellion long ago. It also had a DL-44 blaster sitting heavily in the 
bottom. Jayme’s insistence, again. 

Within minutes, everyone was armed and ready. Morgan and 
Haathi had rolled the remains of the picnic—and the uniform of the 
fifth Imperial trooper—into the blanket, and stuffed the whole 
package into a large receptacle that said, “Thank You for Keeping 
‘Our Woods Clean” at the base of the hill. The troopers were left by 
the receptacle, all inked together by their own restraining binders. 
Haatht led the team a short distance into the woods, where the 
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Imperials' patrol speeder was waiting. 

“Tm driving,” Jayme announced. 

‘Maglenna looked in the direction of the garrison again. The sky 
was turning dark blue with the onset of dusk, and the garrison still 
seemed flat, but this time in a harmless way. “Wow,” she said to 
Haathi. “I can't wait to see what you've planned to do once we get 
Inside.” 

“'m kind of curious myself,” Haathi said, hopping into the front 
passenger seat. “Drive on, Jayme.” 
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Spontaneous Planning 

I there is one lesson that Special Ops members have learned, It 
{s that no plan survives contact with the enemy. What often looks 
good In the simulator will never work in the field. This is not the 
result of poor planning, but rather a combination of missing infor- 
mation, third-party intervention, bad luck, and a host of other 
unknown factors, that quickly overwhelm even the best made 
plans. Asa result team members often understand the general idea 
of what they must do, but have no detailed plan of exactly how they 
will do It. 

This does not mean that Special Ops teams never plan; instead, 
they recognize that they must be able to alter, scrap, or reinvent 
their plans at a moment's notice. With a little bravado, a smattering 
of smarts, and a lot of preparation, Special Ops members let their 
instincts take over and become masters of improvisation. 


As Players 
Terms like off the cuff, by the wire, and playing it by ear are 
‘commonly used by players to describe how they tackle most adven- 
tures. It is the nature of role-playing that the players are not actually 
soldiers, pilots, and Rebels living in a galaxy far away. They do not 
really know how to breakintoaDeath Star, or how often stormtroopers, 
report in from thelr posts—nor do they have access toother informa- 
tion that might be common knowledge to a real Rebel. 
Asa result there is no real way that players can develop exhaus- 
tive plans and counter-plans unless the gamemaster is ready to 
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not mean you have to read every piece of technical information you 
can get your hands on (although that never hurts), but that you 
should havea picture in your mind of just how difficult youwant the 
‘obstacles to be. When the players begin to falter or prove to be In 
‘over their heads, allow them to roll against their characters’ 
appropriate skills. High rolls should allow them to acquire bonuses. 
for future actions or you should give them an extra hint about the 
true obstacles. This does not mean that you tell the players 
everything you know, but you should do your best to help bulld the 
“reality” of the universe they play in. 


Haathi didn’t tell Magienna, but she was just as worried about 
the mission. It wasn't that she was afraid she couldn't come up with 
aplan; she still didn't have one, but she was fully confident that one 
would show up very soon. Things rarely went smoothly if she 
planned too much, because the only thing you could rely on in 
Special Ops was that you couldn't rely on things going according to 
plan, But Maglenna would just have to see that for hersell. 

‘They'd already gotten past the buzzing, three-story fence using 
the sergeant’s ident badge; now they needed to get past the guard 
at the front gate, and that was going to take some work. 

Haathi turned around to face Maglenna. “I want to congratulate 
you,” she said above the rumble of the engines, “on the role you're 
about to fil in your first mission.” 

Maglenna leaned forward to hear. “But I don't know what it is!” 
she called, 

Haathi just gave a knowing smile and turned back around. They 
were driving alonga ready-made path that fully skirted the minefield 
and the sheer hill, and appeared that it would lead them straight to 
the guardhouse on the minimum-security side of the depot. 

No, the real worry was not the mission. The real worry was 
Haathi’s teammates. Maglenna, for one, seemed tohave an increas- 
ingly difficult time remembering why she had become member of 
this team in the first place, but Haathi considered herself very good 
at picking out the talented oddballs of the Alliance. Although few 
people would realize it, Maglenna was probably the oddest of them 
all; she was as well-manicured as a surgeon, but she had insisted on 


Gravity: Standard 

‘Terrain: Forests, mountains, plains, oceans, tundra 

‘Length of Day: 28 standard hours 

Length of Year: 328 standard days 

‘Saplent Species: Humans, various aliens 

‘Starport: Standard class 

Population: 323 milion 

Planet Fanctlon: Resorts, tourism, light manufacturing, trade distribution 

center 

Government: Elected planetary government with Imperial consubgeneral 

Tech Level: Space 

Malor Export: Mi technology fod products, low echnlogy unr goods 
Imports: High technology, processed materials, manulactured goods 

Capsule: Discovered and settled during the last great expansion 

period of the Old Republic, Laertos has changed very Uitie. The 

residents and millions of tourists each year enjoy the great expanses 

of untamed wilderness the planet has to olfer. Resorts, vacation 

homes, and hunting lodges generate the primary income for the 

planet, although a growing manufacturing industry has begun to 

‘sprout. Until recently the Empire has virtually ignored the Laertos 

‘system, maintaining only a small consulate center anda supply depot, 

‘but as imperial operations continue to expand inthe sector, they have 

begun to upgrade the supply depot into a full supply garrison. 


going through basic military training when she had first joined the 
Rebellion. She seemed to thrive on rules, yet nobody could quite 
pigeonhole her into any known position. She was a diplomat from 
Alderaan, yet having lost her whole planet to the Empire gave her 
an edge far beyond that of your average bitter young recrult. 
Beyond all this, however, Haathi didn't really know what Maglenna 
was capable of, as an operative, and although Maglenna was asking 
all the right questions, it remained to be seen how well she 
performed under fire. 

She did know what Jayme and Morgan were capable of, but she 
‘was concerned about them, too. Really concerned. 

She looked over at Jayme, whose thick forearms were sticking 
uncomfortably out of his Imperialissue sleeves and whose Impe- 
ral cap was perched at the back of his shaved head. He glanced in 
her direction. “Yeah, youlookreal imperial,” shesaid, givinghiman 
exaggerated thumbs-up. 

He gave her an amused snort. “As opposed to you.” 
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“'m working on that.” She dipped a finger into the canister of 
i Jayme’s green camouflage field paint, and started smearing it all 
‘over her blue face. “Til tell them I was hunting or something.” 
§ Jayme gave a quick smile. “That'll convince them.” 
2 “Listen,” she said. “I've, uh...been meaning to ask...are you 
} okay?” 

“Great. Why?” 

sit nehad to ask. Three weeks earlier he and Morgan had both 

almost gotten killed bya rogue assassin droid. Jayme had fallen two 
stories down an turbolift shaft under construction; Morgan had 
gotten electrocuted when the droid threw her into the main power 
grid of a YT-1300, Haathi's YT-1300, And Maglenna had almost been 
victim, too, although at the time she wasn't a member of Haath!'s 
team. Everyone had spent a week aboard a medical frigate and 
Haathl passed most of that time walting to hear whether Jaymehad 
suffered any cranial damage when he fell, or whether Morgan had 
gone back into cardiac arrest, or whether Maglenna had any 
sudden growths in her lungs from breathing too much toxic smoke. 
Haathi herself had breathed enough of it that they'd stuck her on a 
ventilator for six hours. 

‘SoMaglenna could worry all she wanted about the mission. That 
was Irrelevant. Haathi just knew that there would come some other 
day when somebody would get hurton her watch, and she wouldn't 
be there to stop It from happening. 

Haathi tumed around to face the back seat. Morgan's attention 
‘was focused on adatapad. She was wearinga private’s untform with 
the cap on backwards. 

“Morg, could you at least try to look Imperial?” 

“Oh, come on, T’Charek,” Morgan sald without looking up. 
“Dress is not casual. At least put your hair up.” 

“Okay, okay, just a second.” Morgan held up a small, blaster- 
‘aped holocam with her free hand. “Now look at me like I just 
spilled fizzygiug on the main console in The Maker.” 

Haathi gave her a horrible glare, and the camera buzzed. 

“Perlect.” Morgan looked up. “You can stop glowering now.” 

“I'm still recovering from that terrifyingimage youjust put in my 
head,” Haathi told her. 

“Relax. I got most of it out.” 

Haathi felt her heart seize. “What?” 

“'m kidding. Okay, Maglenna, look nasty—" 

“Morgan, so help me, if I find a drop of fizzyglug anywhere 
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remotely close to my cockpit—" 

“Quiet down, all,” Jayme said. Haathi turned back around; the 
front gate was about thirty meters ahead. It was your average 
military base entrance: a guy in a uniform sitting in atiny duracrete 
office, saluting incoming and outgoing vehicles all day. 

“Morg, you got those badges ready?” Jayme asked. 

“Lookat meas if!'m Colonel Stijhl,” she said. He glanced over his 
shoulder; the camera buzzed. “Good,” Morgan said. “I just need 
about thirty seconds.” 

“Make it two,” Haatht said. Morgan handed her a plastic ident 
badge. It had the serial number of the sergeant, whose uniform 
Haathi was wearing; It also had Haath''s picture on it, with a light- 
flesh-colored face in place of a bluish, paint-smeared one. 

Jayme looked at his. “These are very nice pictures, Morgan.” 

“Thank you.” Morgan pointed the camera at herself, turned her 
cap back around, stuffed her long brown hair up under it, and 
looked menacing until the shot was taken. “Would you like a copy 
‘of yours for your mom, Jayme?” 

“No. She gets mad at me when I don't smile for the camera.” 

“You might also have trouble explaining why you defected 
back,” Haathi said. 

They pulled up next to the guard's office. He leaned out the 
window and looked them over. Jayme flashed his Ident badge, and 
the others straightened up In their seats. 

“Patrol 1138, proceed,” the guard said, offering a bored salute. 

They were in. Until the real patrol was discovered, they could 
roam around this portion of the base all they wanted. To the left of 
the gate was a dull gray sign, sprouting out of a clump of scrub 
grass, that sald, “Welcome to Zonith Field” in electric orange 
letters, and in black letters, “Future home of Laertos Supply and 
‘Support Garrison. Please excuse our mess—we are busy bulldinga 
better tomorrow!” All around were nice residential buildings, trees 
bedded in duracrete islands, official buildings flanked by mounds 
of soft dirt marking lawns-to-be. 

“Isn't this nice,” Haathi said. “Ifeel at home already.” She pulled 
a flat metal box out of the bag at her feet. 

Maglenna leaned forward. “What's that?” 

“My treasure box,” Haathi told her. She showed Maglenna what 
was inside: dozens of red, blue, and yellow Imperial rank insignia 
bars. 

“Okay, let's see now,” Haathl said, rummaging around. “What 
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‘would you like to be?” She pulled out a square-shaped gray insignia 
piece with a row of four red bars atop a row of four blue bars. “I 
fancy youamajor, Major—"She looked at Maglenna'sident badge— 
“Eckhord.” 

‘Maglenna absently tookit, and replaced her lieutenant bars with 
It. *You wouldn't rather be in charge?” she asked Haathi. 

“Maybe later on/'ll be acolonel, ifit suits me. For now Ineed you 
to look like you're the one in charge.” 

“How do 

“Relax. Ill still be ordering you around.” 

“Where to, T’Charek?” Jayme asked. 

“The admin building. Very light security.” 

“Yeah? What's going on?” 

Haathl addressed Maglenna. “You wanted some training? Here's 
some training, Rule One: Stupid plans are only stupid if they don't 
work.” 

“You have a plan?” Maglenna asked. 

“Would you believe Ido?” 


by 


Laertos Imperial Supply Depot 

‘Until recently, the Imperial supply depot on Laertos has been 
little more than a layover for passing convoys. Situated on a small 
plateau surrounded by lush wooded hills, the depot was consid- 
ered an ideal spot to be stationed for Imperials who had no desire 
to see action. The facility itself consisted of 87 buildings of various 
sizes and functions spread over a 10-acre park-like compound. The 
landing field consisted of 40 all-weather landing pads and a single 
transport tube connecting the landing facility to the main ware- 
house complex, although fewer than hall of them werein use at any 
given time. 

However, as Imperial operations have begun to increase in the 
sector, so has the need for a larger, more secure supply operation. 
‘Three months ago the depot was designated a full supply and 
support garrison, and construction has been nonstop ever since. 
The landing field was expanded to 200 landing pads, while the 
forested hills were flattened and plowed under to establish a 
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proper security zone and is dotted with numerous security towers. 
‘The entire areais heavily patrolled todeter infiltrators, whileheavy 
gun emplacements, land mines and a 10-meter death fence would 
make direct assault extremely costly. 

Construction is nearly finished on the landing field and alongthe 
north, east and south security zones. The west side of the com- 
pound is yet to be completed, and much of its 10 acres are slated 
for larger warehouses, administration complexes, barracks, and 
housing units for the 12,000civillan employees and military person- 
nel slated to run the facility. Once completed the garrison will be 
placed under the command of the planet's Imperial consulate- 
general, while security will be maintained by General Yarra Tenko 


and his stormtroopers. 


‘The admin bullding was a T-shaped, belge-colored building with 
slits instead of windows and large, wide stairs heralding the en- 
trance. Maglenna adjusted her major’s insignia and wondered if she 
would have been working at the Alliance equivalent of this place If 
she hadn't gotten taken into Special Ops. At this point it was hard 
to tell which was worse. 

Jayme parked the repulsor and everyone piled out, and at 
Haathi's order, Maglenna led them all up the steps. They walked 
straight Inside, across the black-floored lobby which didn’t have 
any furniture yet, and flashed their badges at the front desk which 
didn’t really have a desktop yet. The clerk gave Haathi a strange 
ook, but let them proceed past pits yyy 
him toa bank of freight turbolitts. J “Hey!” the pudgy 

“Maglenna, you know admin. “ 
Where's the main computer filing guard yelled. “You 
system going to be?” Haathi asked. gj grunts leave that 

“Sub-level,” Maglenna said. bad 
“and,” she Sail ecling knowledge. M StUff alone! 
able for the first time all day, ‘they're going to be alot more careful 
about security down there.” 

“Good to know,” Haathi said thoughtfully. 

‘The turbolift spit them out in a large, warehouse-looking area. 
There were chunks of floor missing and a fine duracrete mist in the 
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air,and the sound of power-hammeringsomewherein the distance. 
Along the walls and scattered all across the floor were pleces of 
office furniture, and at the far wall was a sealed blast door flanked 
by two guards who hadn't noticed anybody come into the base- 
ment just yet. 

‘Suddenly Maglenna thought of something. Her mind hadn't 
really registered what itwas, but she had a feeling it might be better 
that way, and she ducked behind a stray console unit, heart 
pounding. “Distract them,” she said, hunching herself over and 
half-walking, half-crawling to the far end of the console, toward the 
guards. 

Behind her, the others started crashing furniture around. 
Maglenna darted behind a stack of flimsy chairs, and then a large 
desk. She peered around the side. Both guards were about 10 
meters away from her now, one pudgy and one tall, each with alook 
of pure exasperation on his face. 

“Hey! the pudgy guard yelled. “You grunts leave that stuff 
alone!” 

They ventured a few steps away from the blast doors, which had 
“Computer Operations— Sublevel One” painted on them. 

“But we're Just moving it out of here,” Morgan sald. 

“Get lost, private! I mean it! This is a restricted area!” 

Morgan went off on a detailed explanation about orders. She was 
almost Inaudible over the sound of Jayme and Haathi yanking the 
bottom furniture plece out of every stack, but Maglenna recognized 
the drone of Morgan's voicein the throes of technobabble. Interest- 
ing tranqullization tactic, Maglenna thought. 

‘The guards went further away from the door, shouting over 
Morgan's lecture. Maglenna took a quick step in front of the blast 
doors. She thought about how Jayme held himself when he got 
himself planted in somebody's way, and how Haathi had looked at 
her earlier, and then she cleared her throat. 

“Gentlemen,” she said quietly, arms folded across her chest. 

Both of them turned around and then instantly stepped back- 
ward. 

“Lasked Ordnance to send some people over to move things in 
there,” Maglenna said, pointing at the doors. “Itake it you'd prefer 
to move it yourself?” 

“We weren't informed,” the tall one said. 

“Oh, I'm sorry, was I supposed to clear insignificant tasks with 
you?” 
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she shouted over her shoulder, and marched inside herself. 

When the doors shut behind her, she felt something entirely 
new; a mad rush of adrenaline. 

"You're a little too good at this Imperial thing, Major,” Jayme sald, 
placing a congratulatory arm around her shoulder. 

“It’s the boots,” she told him. 

‘They were standing in a brightly-lit corridor with transparisteel 
walls. There was another door in front of them, and through the 
walls they could see that this led to the main computer room: a 
huge, dimly-lit area with catwalks and computer terminals around 
the edges, a high ceiling, and red-lighted control panels dueling 
with blue-screened monitors to be the only light source in the 
room. Scores of Imperial techs wove around each other with 
datapads or hunched over their terminals, an army of pale under- 
ground creatures who never saw daylight. 

Haathi found a nearby closet full of cleaning supplies, where she 
tossed the painting she was carrying. “Who wants to hear my plan?” 
she asked. 

Morgan raised her hand. 

“That was a rhetorical question, Morg.” 

: “L knew that. 

“Wanna know how we're going to breach the maximum-security 
death sector of the garrison?” 

Everyone looked at her expectantly. 

“We're not,” she said. 

“What?” Jayme sald. 

“But we're gonna make them think we did.” 
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Impersonation 

Not every Special Ops member is a born actor. However, with a 
Iittle practice and a few pointers, he or she should be able to 
conjure up a decent performance. Good impersonations are not 
Just a matter of looking the part—the imposter must adopt the 
Proper attitude and mannerisms. 

Acquiring the proper look Is fairly easy, once the appropriate 
costumes are found. Pay attention to detail, and when possible 
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have a fellow teammate give your outlit the once-over. Remove or 
hide any improper equipment. Adjust collars and sleeves to simu- 
late a proper fit. And always double-check rank and unit insignia 
before arriving at a checkpoint. 

Mannerism and attitude are a different story altogether: apply 
the wrong ones and kiss your act goodbye. Try hard to inspire the 
‘same reactions from others that the real position and rank you are 
posing as would. Imperial officers of the New Order have an alr of 
arrogance about them that they wear like a badge of office. Senior 
officers will expect automatic obedience from their juniors and will 
not tolerate hesitation and insubordination; Junior officers will try 
toimitate this attitude around enlisted personnel. Enlisted men will 
usually do their best to obey the commands and orders of their 
superiors in a quick and efficient manner. They will not shy away 
from thelr assigned tasks, but are usually not inclined to volunteer 
thelr services either. 


Gizmos, Gadgets and Gear 

Although it is the determination and talent of the Special Ops 
teams that give them the drive to carry out dangerous missions, the 
timely use of the equipment and weapons they carry often provides 
the means to succeed. Disaster would have befallen the Rebellion. 
ina garbage masher aboard the Death Star if not for the timely use 
ofa simple comlink, and a lightsaber has been proven to be apretty 
handy gadget to have around, However, selecting gear is perhaps 
the hardest part of the pre-mission experience, as achoice must be 
made between the potential benefit of an item compared to the 
practicality of taking it along. 

Besides standardized equipment, everything from jury-rigged 
tools to custom-crafted weapons should be considered. With this 
in mind, the next question is where the gear will come from. 
Equipment that is absolutely necessary will probably be provided 
by the mission planners, or should be requested during the mission 
briefing. Team members should also take sometime to scrounge up 
items of interest (use skill rolis and Character Points to improve 
existing items or to create brand-new pieces of gear). It will pay off 
inthe long run ifonemember becomes the team’s official scrounger, 
obtaining items by charm, trading, and of course, cheating. 

Another way to obtain specialized gear is via smugglers and 
black market operatives. During and between missions, efforts 
should be made to cultivate contacts with weapon and equipment 
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‘suppliers—and it never hurts to havea black market expert on tap. 
Spend the credits to get customized items. Try to find gear with 
multiple purposes; since space Is limited, the smaller the item the 
better. And above all else, avoid unnecessary duplication! 

Inaddition, everyone should have his own personalized gear bag 
and harness rig to carry the various weapons, gadgets and gizmos 
that they have selected for the mission. Holsters and pouches 
should be customized for each item, allowing for quick access and 
‘easy concealment. Delicate electronics, specialized instruments, 
and high explosives will need special cases to keep them safe from 
shock and damage, or to disguise them from prying eyes. 

Lastly, all equipment carried by Special Ops teams should be 
considered expendable. Members should never become so at- 
tached to a gizmo that they aren't willing to abandon or sacrifice it 
for the good of the mission. 


Code Key Cylinder Slicer / ID Maker 
Model: HackCom 3000 
‘Type: Outlaw cylinder slicer device 
Skill: Forgery: cylinder slicer 
‘Coot: (black market only) 12,000 crests, cipher program updates 3,000 credits 
Araty 4X (arg pene ths dace cares a manny 
Year sentence in an Imperial correction facity) 
‘ame Notes The HacKCom 3000 sa smal handheld microcomputer ued to 
copy and alter most civlan and military code key cylinders and ident badges. 
‘The unit uses extremely sophisticated (and highly egal cipher programs to 
break and then mimic the security protocols embedded in modem electronte 
Identity devices. The unit features s detachable holocam, data Jacks, and a 
standard scomp-nk for mult-source inpat. The compact design alvo has two 
Universal cylinder sockets and a key card slot which accepts all standard sizes 
ol dent cards and badges. 
‘The system's very user riendly.and even anovice can crank out altered idents 
on the frst try. To copy key cylinders, place the original cylinder and a blank 
‘flinder in the universal sockets then follow the onscreen menus, adding oF 
‘manipulating the data necessary when prompted. Ident cards and badges are 
createdin the samemanner,except thatthe original card|s placedin theslot and 
then swapped aa needed with the blank card. Blank cards and cylinders are not 
provided withthe unt, and they should match the original for maximum results. 
Remember to constantly upgrade the unit's cipher programs to keep pace with 
the Empire's security programmers. 
‘Morgeryrollis requlredon each attemptto create afalseldent Faire can range 
{tthe gamemaster’s cholce) from auseless blank toa flaw that will trip up the 
‘User at later date. roll of a1 on the wild dle could result inthe accidental 
destruction ofthe original plece of identification. Dificuty levels are based on 
the following: 
+ Easy: Creating unaltered copies (key cards, back stage passes, etc.) 
* Moderate: Minor data alterations of name, picture, and personal 
information. 


») 


SEA ES 


“Retvonture Joumal = May 1096 


‘+ Difficult: Major data alterations: the above plus retina patterns, 
fingerprints, volce sample, etc. 
Modifiers: 


+10 to forger’s rol: Forger is using blank idents exactly matching the 
model to be copied. 

+5to orger’s rll: Forger has had extensive experience with the type of 
Ident to be copted. 

+5to dificulty evel: Forger has no experience with the type of dent to 
be copted. 

+10 or moreto difficulty level: Forger Is using questionable materials or 
blanks not identical to the originals. 

+30 to dilficulty level: Forger Is using cipher programs more than 4 
‘months old. 


High-Velocity Tranquilizer “Blaster” Pistol 
Model Telex/Delcor Trang 25 HV Pistol 
‘Type: Tranguilizer “Blaster” 
Seale: Character 
‘Skil: Blaster: blaster pistol 
‘Ammo: 25 (ammo packs: 75 credits) 
‘Cont: 450 credits 
‘Avallabiity:1,F 
Fire Rate: 1 
Range: 10/20/30 
Damage: 6D stun damage (medical attention is needed to wake a target before 
the stn wears off naturally) 
Game Notes: Tranquilizer “blasters” are not technically blasters or energy 
‘weapons and therefore targets recelve applicable armor bonuses for physleal 
attacks. In addition, they can only penetrate clothing, animal hides and light 
personal armor and are ineffective against doors. buildings, vehicles and other 
‘dense materials. Each point of damage causes 10 minutes of unconsciousness, 
‘only a medical stimulant can awaken atarget eforethe stun wears off naturally. 
‘Capsule: Used primarily by animal control specialists, these weapons 
are designed for the quick takedown of large animals, but work equally 
well against human and aliens. Each pull of the tigger releases thou- 
sands of microscople gel-balls along a focused repulsor beam at super 
high velocity. Capable of penetrating skin, hides and light armor, the 
gels-balls (concentrated nuro-relaxers) cause a harsh stinging sensa- 
tion on impact and take effect almost instantly. Although technically a 
projectile weapon, this model of tranquilizer gun uses the casing and 
firing controls of a discontinued line of sporting blasters, and are fired 
as easily as a normal blaster. Heavily silenced, and lacking the violent 
combustion of blaster gases, these weapons have the added benefit of 
being virtually notseless. 

Captain Jayme’s Trang 25 HV Carbine 

Model: Modified Telex/Delcor Trang 25 HV Pistol 


‘Type: Tranqullizer “Blaster” carbine 
‘Seale: Character 
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‘Sul: Blaster: blaster carbine 
‘Ammo: 25 (ammo packs: 75) 

‘Coat: not available for sale 

‘Avallability: custom crafted, not rated 

Fire Rate: | 

Range: 3-25/50/150 

‘Damage: 6D stun damage (medical attention is neededto wakeup atarget belore 


‘only crmedicaletiulant can awaken target beloretne stun wears off natural 

Captain Jayme is currently fleld testing Lieutenant Raventhorn’s latest inven- 

ton. It features a fully integrated targeting computer/ecope with holotmaging, 

IUght amplifiers, mage shifters, and heat signature sensors. Stability and elfec- 

tive range were Increased by the attachment of a booster muzzle/hand grip 

viich alt features recesed scope conrls orange, 200m, focus and wentor 
lections. 


Remote Detonator Glove 
Model: Modied BothiCorp Labor Drold Remote Glove 
‘Type: Outlaw tech remote demolition controler 
Sli Demolitions: detonator glove 
Cont 300 credits (glove), 200 credits (echips and parts) 
‘Avallabiy:X 
‘Game Notes: The BothiCorp shove was originally designed fo use asa portable 
control device for cargo handlers using dozens of B1 labor drolds simulta: 
‘neously. Commands ae easily entered via Input buttons bulk into the palm and 
‘rlathand, which are uploaded tothe drolds via bulttn corlink A Moderate 
‘Computer fepalr ols needed to replace and ody the love's command chips 
{ndprogramming Each explosive devicelnkedto the glove must havea remote- 
Controlled detonator attached, and an Easy demolition roll is required to 
properly synchronize each device to the love's comilnk. Once modified, the 
dove can control up to 200 individual explosive devices with a range of 300, 
eters. Since being created bya very bored Leutenant aventhorn, the remote 
etonsior glovehas almost become a standard piece of gear inthe Special Ops 
community. 


Captain Mylesgood of the ImperialSecurity Bureauwasslouched 
In his office chair, looking out the massive transparistee! window 
that took up the entire far wall, when he heard the door slide open 
behind him. He barely acknowledged the sound, because his 
attention was on the scene in front of him. Everything outside was 
Inchaos. The old admin building had been torn down and replaced 
by some ugly duracrete thing with no windows; the old landing 
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‘Mylesgood turned around; Chambers was rocking expectantly 
back and forth on the balls of her feet. “We made this base, 
Chambers! We owned this planet without the planet even knowing! 
Now Vader and Palpatine have to advertise to the whole bloody 
galaxy where the Empire is.” 

“It’s a new universe, sir,” Chambers said. 

“That's what they said when lenlisted. Exceptin a different tone 
of voice.” 

“Sir, there's something I need to speak to you about.” 

“Can't it walt?” 

“Until you're finished brooding, sir? No.” 
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Mylesgood sighed. “'m going to miss you, Chambers.” 

“Thank you, sir, Listen, we have a problem.” 

“Which Is what?” 

“Patrol 1138 never reported in.” 

For the first time Mylesgood looked directly into Chambers’ 
eyes, which were unusually perplexed, “A whole patrol disap- 
peared?” he asked. 

“No, they came in through the front gate about a half hour ago. 
‘They Just never reported in.” 

Mylesgood drummed all of his fingers on the desk. 

“It may just be some drunken incident again,” Chambers sald. 
“Do you want me to issue a general alert?” 

‘Mylesgood turned around in his chair, looked at the tallsecurity 
tower again, and tumed back around. “No, Chambers. We'll handle 
this entirely ourselves.” 

“Okay, sir, if you say so.” 

“Don't you want to know why?” 

“I figured you'd tell me.” 

“Because if this is just a drunken incident, I don’t want General 
Discontent over there using it as an excuse to remind everyone 
‘what a bunch of backwater hicks used to run this place.” 

“And If it's not?” 

“Then it’s terrorists. And in that event, 'm going to see that you 
and | and the rest of the agents get so many commendations, we'll 
bulld another Death Star out of them and make Vader serve us 
brunch on Coruscant.” 

“sir?” 

“In other words, I'm going to find these people and I'm going to 
make them wish they were dealing with an entire battalion of 
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‘Capsule: Edmond Mylesgood was born to wealthy nobility on a prom!- 
nent Core world, and looked forward to a life of lazy indulgence. 
Unfortunately, his parents’ wealth could not prevent his conscription 
{nto the Imperial Military. Alter several years of distinguished service 
{and numerous close calls) in the Army Walker Corps. he decided to 
Pursue another—tess deadly—career path. He meticulously studied 
every ounce of COMPNOR rhetoric he could find and applied for a 
transfer, To his surprise he was accepted by the Imperial Security 
Bureau (1SB). 

During the time when the ISB actually provided security for the 
Emperor's pet projects, Mylesgood raced through the ranks. By balanc- 
ing competence with animosity he managed to keep himself from 
getting posted to any truly dangerous assignments, His carefully- 
plotted campaign pald olf,and he was soon assigned as head of security 
to the supply depot on Laertos, a true paradise for those who wish to 
never see battle or excitement. Soon, he was enjoying the good life once 
again, hitting the slopes and partying with the local elite. 

‘Alter five years the Emperor's grand schemes finally caught up with 
hhim, He was to became one of the thousands of security olficers aboard 
the Death Star. Fortunately for Mylesgood, the battle station was 
destroyed before his transfer took effect and he was allowed to remain 
at Laertos for another two years. Unfortunately, the Civil War has 
greatly expanded in scope and again the Empire has come along to 
Wreck his Ife. As his security posting 1s being handled over to General 
‘Tenko, Captain Mylesgood can only wonder where his next assignment 
will take him. 


ISB Trooper 
‘Type: Imperial Security Bureau Trooper 
DescreRtty 20 


Blaster 4D, bravling parry 4D, dodge 3D, melee combat 3D+2, melee parry 4D, 
‘vehicle blasters 4D 

KNOWLEDGE 20 

Allen species 4D+2, bureaucracy 3D, streetwise 3D 

MECHANICAL 2D 


‘Bargain 3D+2, command 30+2, con 3D+1, search 3D+1, sneak 3D 
‘STRENGTH 2D 


Brawling 3D 
‘TECHNICAL 2 
Security 3D 


Move: 10 
‘Equipment: Body armor and helmet (+1Denergy,+1D physical), comlink, blaster 
rifle (SD damage) or heavy blaster pistol (SD damage), stun baton (4D stun 
damage), code key cylinder 


Imperial LD5 Patrol Speeder 


(Craft: Ubrikkian LDS Land Speeder_ 
‘Type Light duty land opeecer 
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(Crew: I driver, I gunner 


Altitude Range: 0-5 meters 
Cont: 22,000 (new), 12.000 (used) 
Maneuverablllty: 3D+2 


‘Moves 195, 560 anh 
Body Strength: 20 

‘Weapons: Twin Blaster Cannon (rear-mounted deck gun) 
ire Are: Turret 


Capsule: The LDS is a small, tough landspeeder perfectly sulted to 
patrol duty, with seating for six. The craft can carry a moderate-sized 
patrol team swiltly about thelr rounds and the rear-mounted deck gun 
packs enough punch to detain all but the bestarmed intrude 


Morgan was leaning one-handed against the four-story duracrete 
wall that divided their zone from the maximum security zone. 
Running across the top of the wall were two thick, highly-charged 
cables, obviously because it was smarter to go over the wall than 
through it. Typical Imperial delusion. 

She looked down at Jayme, kneeling next to her. They were in 
imost complete darkness, with the odd searchlight occasionally 
playingacross the wall about ameter above them.“What's the blast 
zone gonna be?” he asked, pulling a couple of palm-sized, square- 
shaped charges from his bag. 

“I knew that was a rhetorical question,” she said. 

“What?” 

“Back in the file room. I knew T’Charek was being rhetorical.” 

“Okay, good, Morg, but tell me what you think about—" 

“See, | know you people think I'm clueless, but I'm not.” 

Jayme affixed a charge to the wall, about afoot off the ground. “L 
need a calculation, Morg.” 

“Of what?” 
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“Gimme blast radius and minimum safe distance from here.” 

“Approximately?” 

“Yeah. Just a rough guess.” 

Morgan shut her eyes. An equation lashed in front of her, but she 
didn't consciously acknowledge what it was. She opened her eyes 
and looked out at the compound, which bustled a little less now 
that It was nearly dark. “Fifty-one point three seven four meters,” 
she sald. 

“Why point three seven four?” 

“The wind, Jayme, the wind!” 

“Oh. Right.” 

Morgan could never understand how she had gained a reputa- 
tion for being spacey when what she really did was pay closer 
attention to detail than anyone else. Jayme could have made that 
calculation, she thought, if he had wanted to apply himself. His 
problem, and everyone else’s, was that they didn't know that sitting 
down and calculating until youwere numb was acomplete waste of 
time, You just had to let the answers come to you. 

“Okay,” Jayme said, handing her three charges. “Stick these just 
‘over your head, and then let's get out of here.” 

Morgan put the handle-end of a glow rod in her teeth and placed 
the charges in a horizontal row, like the top of a doorframe. Then 
she pulled her detonator glove out of her jacket, slid itonto her left 
hand, turned around, and strolled across the compound with 
Jayme. They both avoided the streetlights, which had kicked on 

about a minute earlier, 

“Hands up now, “Does TCharek seem a little edgy 

ie to you lately?” Morgan asked. 

nice and slow! “She almost lost her whole team,” 

Get down on the Jayme said. “It's going to haunt her 

oS for awhile.” 

ground!” the “Yeah, but it wasn't her fault.” 

sergeant yelled. “That doesn’t matter to her. Be- 

sides, anything like that makes you 
‘assess your mortality and everyone else's. Don't you feel differ- 
ent?” 

“Nah. It started out like any other day for me—get up, brush my 
hair, fix the main computer grid, get electrocuted by a rogue 
assassin droid who thinks I'm a Hutt.” 

Jayme smiled. Morgan liked it when he did, because it was a 
relatively rare event, and she and T’Charek and Maglenna were the 
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only people he'd smile at. Except for the odd Imperial whom hehad 
dead to rights. 

Of course he always got incredibly serious immediately after 
‘smiling, as ifhe had to do penance or something for acknowledging 
happiness. He jerked his comlink out of his belt and spoke in a gruff 
voice. “Major,” he said. “We're coming home.” 

He barely finished the sentence. The comlink was shrieking with 
the sound of blaster fire. 

“Negative!” Haathl shouted. “I need you to— 

The channel went dead. 

“Oh, great! Come on,” Jayme said, breaking into a run. He and 
Morgan went around the corner of the post exchange, where their 
repulsor was walting. And so wasa squadron of menin blackand gray 
suits with shiny black helmets, all engaged in searchingthe repulsor. 

Morgan's stomach dipped. 

“Halt?” 

In one smooth maneuver, all of them trained their blaster rifles 
‘at Jayme and Morgan. “Hands up, nice and slow! Get down on the 
ground!” the sergeant yelled. 

‘They raised their hands. Morgan looked at Jayme, who was 
staring expectantly at her. 

“What?” she asked. 

His eyes widened. 

‘The sergeant shouted, “Get down! Now! Do it!” 

“Ohhh, that,” Morgan sald. Her gloved fingers went down into 
her palm, first the index finger, then thering, then the middle, twice. 

‘There was a loud popping noise 10 meters away, as the temporary 
‘generator shed, which controlled the protective wiring on top of the 
wall, blew into bits. Morgan felt herself flying, and she knew she 
should have put her hands out and braced herselt for the fall, but she 
kept pressing her fingers Into the glove, setting off he trall of charges 
inside doorways and underneath repulsor trucks and finally on the 
giant wall itself. Somewhere Jayme was yelling something. 

‘Morgan didn't really know what happened next. She had some 
vague recollection of the explosions, but she wasn’t sure how they 
had occurred; and she thought she remembered getting up and just 
running, because Jayme had told her to. 

However, when her head cleared, Jayme was nowhere, and she 
‘was standing with her back to an alley wall, three troopers pointing 
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‘Twenty minutes earlier, Haathi and Maglenna had been in avery 
tranquil setting. The Imperial clerks acted like a bunch of overpro- 
tected, nervous pets, and didn’t like to raise their voices to an 
audible conversational tone. Much less acknowledge the presence 
of majors and strange-looking sergeants. Which meant that Haatht 
‘and Maglenna could stand in the corridor all they wanted as long as 
they didn't run across any security types. 

“How can I look official?” Maglenna whispered. 

“Pretend you're at a Senate meeting, and one of Palpatine’s little 
‘supporters thinks he knows everything, but you know that youown 
him.” 

Maglenna immediately assumed a ramrod-straight posture, a 
charming half-smirk, and a fluld, relaxed manner. Haathi was just 
fighting off the urge to fetch her a cocktail when a young lieutenant 
‘emerged {rom a group of offices down the corridor and started 
putting on his gray jacket. 

Haathi trotted up to him. “Excuse me— She almost called him 
“Son,” but caught herself. *—Sir?” 

He looked at her; one of his eyes was bloodshot. 

“How come you're wearing camouflage paint?” he asked her. 

“On” 

“Sir, we're really sorry to bother you, but we need a quick favor 
from you.” 

He sighed heavily, then glanced over Haathi's shoulder and 
appeared to catch sight of Maglenna. 

“Oh, uh, of course, Major,” he sald, and led them into his office. 
Haathi noted that all the other offices in the row were dark. 

Inside, the room was entirely decorated in a soothing metallic 
blue, with fresh carpeting on the floor, a brand new control panel 
covered in construction dust, and alarge stack of datapads on abox 
near the lieutenant’s chair. When the door closed, all the outside 
noises disappeared. Haathl felt as if she were submerged in bath 
water. 

“Okay, what do you need?” 

“Um...” Maglenna set her datapad on the stack. “We have an 
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updated cargo manifest for the...the Savareen...Rodian. The 
Savareen Rodian. Yes.” 

“Hmmmyeah, gimme minute,” the lieutenant said. He slid his 
code cylinder intothe slot by the main monitor and thenmindlessly 
typed in his personal access code. “Savareen Rodian,” he said after 
a second. “That's a weird name.” 

“isn't it?” Haathi sald. 

“Did lask for editorial commentary?” Maglenna snapped, sound- 
ing almost genuinely hurt. 

“Sorry. What kinda ship Is it?” He reached for the datapad. 

“Doesn't it say on the datapad?” Haatht asked him. 

“Yes, you mean you don’t know?” Maglenna sald. 

He looked at the pad, and then back up. “Wait a second! This 
{sn't—" he said into the muzzle of Haathi's heavy blaster. 

After she had shoved his unconscious body, still in his chair, Into 
the corner, Haatht holstered her blaster and leaned against the 
control panel. “All right,” she sald to Maglenna. “Here's what's 
happening. Morgan and Jayme are waiting to hear, from me, where 
the most obvious place for a break-in would be, and in 10 minutes 
they will blow It up. Now I'm going to stand at Mr. Auxiliary 
‘Terminal over here and find out exactly where, on the other side of 
the dividing wall, the Imperials keep their important supplies. Then 
T'm going to do an absolutely horrible job of covering my tracks.” 

“What do I do?" 

“You're going to do an absolutely brilliant job of covering my 
tracks.” 

“What about the super freighter?” 

“Nopoint, now. Youget intothe system and you put mynew plan 
into motion.” 

“Which is?” 

“Mr. Imperial Lieutenant got you into the shipping file, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“You're going to change a few things.” 

“What, the schedules?” 

“That's what you'd think, isn't it? That's what I'm going to make 
them think. You, on the other hand, are going to reroute future 
shipping orders. Say you run across a shipment of heavy artillery 
bound for some humongous Imperial fortress on, I don't know, 
Coruscant or someplace big.” 

“Yes?” 

“It would be much easier for the Rebellion if that important 
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asked Maglenna. 
“Almost,” Magienna said. “Do we still have a base on Sheshar—* 


Both of them whipped around, blasters drawn, to see a middle- 
aged warrant officer standing in the doorway. 

He instantly stumbled backwards into the hall. “Security!” he 
yelled, reaching madly for the wall behind him. Twostun bolts went 
into his torso, but not before he caught the alert button with his 
elbow. 

“Oh, man.” Haathl ran outinto the corridor. Ahundredtechs had 
practically jumped onto the ceiling. On the other side of the main 
room, through the far transparistee! wall, there was a bankof three 
turbolifts, which Haathi considered running for until she noticed 
the red lights flashing over each one. 

“Securlty lockout!” she said to Magienna, who was now standing 
next to her. 

“Meaning what?” 

“There will bea squad of stormtroopers down here in about two 
minutes. Rule two: ifthings are going smoothly, you're walking into 
an ambush!” 

Maglenna was clearly fighting off her body's natural urge to 
panic, and holding her blaster as if she weren't sure whether she 
should just holster itand act casual. Her question was answered by 
the two guards from the main blast door, who came running in, 
immediately spotted the women, and started firing. 


Jayme’s shoulder was killing him. He had landed on the steps of 
the post exchange and come to Just In time to see Morgan's body 
slam into three ISB agents. She got up; they didn’t. 

Ithe'd been a little more lucid, Jayme might have been able to 
help her, but as it was, he just watched in a complete stupor as 
Morgan staggered a short distance away from the repulsor and 
then activated the bag of explosives that two agents had found on 
the floor. Jayme blacked out again, and the next thing he knew, the 
repulsor was destroyed, the agents were dead, and Morgan was 
gone. 

TCharek is going to kill me. 
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What’s In The Bag? 


Equipment carried by Major T’Charek Haathi 
Gear bag: assorted Imperial rank and unit insignia, minicomputer. 
‘Weapons belt:DL-A4 heavy blaster with 4spareblaster packs, comin, 
smoke grenade, stun-step remote for The Maker. 
‘Adaltional:vibrolenile (wrist sheath), wrist chrono. 


Equipment carried by Captain Ivhin Jayme 
Gear bag: 12 detonite charges, synthrope, 4 spare blaster packs. 
‘Weapons belt: 4 spare blaster packs, garrote, comlink, glow rod. 2 
‘spare Trang 25 ammo clips. 

‘Additional: Trang 25 HV Carbine (shoulder slung) 2 virbo-knives in 
boot sheaths, Zheavy blaster pistols (shoulder holster), wrist chrono. 
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Equipment carried by Lady Maglenna Pendower 
‘Weapons belt: comlink, data-pad, 4 spare holdout blaster packs. 
Additional: stocked Imperial fleld medkit (shoulder slung). DL-44 


heavy blaster (hidden in media), holdout blaster (shoulder holster), 
wrist chrono. 


Equipment carried 
by Lieutenant Morgan Q. Raventhorn 
Gear bag: 12 detonite charges, HackCom 3000, BothiCorp Voicebox, 
micro tool-kit. 
Weapons belt: 4 spare blaster packs, comlink, glow rod, remote 
detonator glove, scomp-spiker. 


Additional: 36 blaster-carbine (shoulder slung), hunting knife (boot 
sheath), wrist chrono. 


Without really thinking, Jayme grabbed the railing and pulled 
himself to his feet. There seemed to be a great deal of confusion 
around him, but he couldn't hear anything, and for a moment he 
wondered if his eardrums had been blown out. Then he heard a 
faraway voice. 

“That's the other one!” 

Jayme focused; it had come from aman who wasn't far away alter 
all—a captain standing on the back deck of a repulsor that had two 
ISB agents in the front seat, and another manning a huge deck gun 
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mounted near the captain. One of the survivors of the last explo- 
‘sion heard the order and ran to the steps. His fists were balled and 
his holster was empty; evidently he and his blaster had been 
separated. 

Jayme had the same problem. He looked from the incoming 
agent to the captain's repulsor to the deck gun looming over the 
captain's head. 

“Save him for questioning!” the captain shouted. 

That was all Jayme needed to hear. As the agent came up the 
steps, Jayme kicked him in the chest. Then he grabbed the top 
edges of the nearest window—which, like all the others in that 
bullding, had not yet been graced with transparisteel—and swung 
inside, legs first. 

He put his feet down on an uneven floor that didn't have all of its 
tiles, and he got away from the window. This was acavernous place 
with no desks, no counters, none of the luxuries it would eventually 
provide. If not for a power generator glowing blue against the far 
wall, the room would have been completely dark. 

Jayme grabbed one of the long generator cables lying across the 
floor, strung it across the posts on elther side of the front door, and. 
waited, his eyes on thewindows. About twenty seconds later a dark 
shape wearing a big black ISB helmet appeared at the window 
directly across from him; the hum of a repulsor and the captain's 
barking voice passed by the windows on the other side. Jayme 
stayed in the shadows and didn’t say anything. 

Suddenly two agents came barreling through the front door, 
blaster rifles at chest level. They gave simultaneous choking yelps 
as they ran throat-first Into the generator cable. Jayme kicked away 
‘one rifle and took the other, and sprinted out the front door. 

Hestill didn't know exactly where he was, but there was athrong 
of regular Army troops running around who were just as confused 
and didn’t pay him any attention. He straightened up and melded 
right into the crowd. 

‘Stupid, stupid, stupid, he thought as he jogged along with a 
bunch of soldiers who were running away from the scene of the 
explosion and toward a block of residences. He split off from the 
group and ran down a side alley. | should have stuck near her, | 
should have shielded her from the blast somehow. 

When he turned the comer, he was still thinking about Morgan; 
that was how two of Mylesgood’s agents stepped out of the shad- 
‘ows and easily got him in a choke hold. 
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‘Mylesgood entertained thoughts of how to question this man. He 
mew just how to do it, too, just how to leave this clever fellow a 
quivering wreck. He pictured himself throwing the terrorist at the 
general's feet, and he felt arush of the kind of excitement he hadn't 
felt since the days when the base was unquestionably his. That 
hadn’t seemed like such a long time ago until right now. 

‘The captain was on foot now, having parked the repulsor a short 
distance away; about a third of his squadron had been lost in the 
explosion, something he refused to let himself register until all this 
was over. The rest, including his driver, had been sent after the 
female terrorist, after this man at the end of thestreet, and after the 
other imposters. Wherever they were. 

Shales was standing with his arms on his hips, talking inasteady 
voice. 

“Might as well tell us, little man. If you don’t, we'll Just squeeze 
the information out of your lady friend.” 

The terrorist gave a low grunt, hoisted himself up by the waist, 
got his ankles around Shales’ neck, and twisted. 

‘Something crunched. Shales dropped, his head at a funny angle. 
Mylesgood heard himself give a high-pitched gasp. 

Kaser and Spinks were both standing with their mouths open, 
and the terrorist head-butted Kaser, got his right arm free, and 
threw Kaser right into Spinks. Their heads conked together and 
they both fell to the ground. 

Mylesgood was running now, blaster drawn, and he didn't stop 
‘until he was right in the man’s face. 

The terrorist froze. 

Mylesgood stepped back. “You've been quite a troublemaker,” 
he said. 

‘The terrorist said nothing. His eyes tookin Mylesgood, assessing 
him, assessing the situation. 

“T've been avery patient man,” Mylesgood said, demonstratively 
looking at his fallen agents. “But now I don't especially feel like 
‘conducting an interrogation. {don't care why you're here anymore. 
Idocare that you're still breathing and an inordinate number of my 
people are not. 

“Furthermore, this isstill my base, contrary to popular belief, so 
Idon’t care about all the general's Army grunts running around in 
the streets trying to fix your mess. The general doesn’t count and 
his men don’t count. You know who counts now? Youand me. You 
know what else counts? This blaster. Think about that now. One 
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blaster and two of us.” 

‘The terrorist's head was half-bowed, but he kept looking at 
‘Mylesgood. 

Then he smiled. 

Mylesgood had to respect that. He leveled his blaster at the 
man’s head. He would have fired, too, except that he suddenly felt 
harp little sting on his neck. 

“Ow!” he said, smacking It. 

‘Suddenly he felt extremely heavy. His legs couldn't hold him up. 
He couldn't keep the blaster in position, couldn't even hold it 
anymore, and it clattered to the ground. 

“Three of us,” the terrorist said. 

Mylesgood looked up into the sky, up at the man standing over 
him. The last thing Mylesgood saw before he blacked out was a 
young female private in a charred and tattered uniform. She was 
holding a bizarre-looking pistol, which she pretended she was 
‘going to throw at the male terrorist, then handed it to him. 

“The sights work just fine now, Mr. Fussy,” she said, and they 
walked away together. 
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In the computer room, there were twenty army troopers trying 
to fight thelr way around aseaof panicky clerks lunging for the back 
exit, and the tall guard was still firing at Haathi and Maglenna, who 
were standing in the office doorway. 

“Rule forty-seven!” Haathi shouted over the noise. “The enemy 
onlyattacks ontwooccasions! One—you' re ready!Two—you're not!” 

“All right, already!” Maglenna screamed. “I'm learning! I'm with 
‘you! Improvise! No real training! Fine! Just stop quoting rules at me!” 

“But they're motivational!” Haathi yelled. 

Maglenna sent a flurry of blaster shots into the hall. The tall 
guard took three blue bolts in the chest and collapsed. 

“See?” Haathl said. 

Maglenna suddenly felt an urge to collapse in hysterical laugh- 
ter. Her heart was pounding and so were her ears, but underneath 
that, all of her senses felt sharp. 

“Now comeon,” Haathi sald, running into the corridor. “Join the 
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“What fray” 

“This one.” Haathi jumped into the crowd of Imperials and 
started firing at the ceiling. Some of them thought to hit the ground, 
but mosttried toscatter away fromher, inthe direction of thelr own 
troops. Maglenna followed Haathi's lead, and the two of them 
shouted and shot their way to the main loading exit. I anyone got 
in the way, they stunned him or her, and by the time the security 
troops had gotten a vantage point Haathi and Maglenna were 
outside in the main loading area, running. 

When they came around to the front of the building, they saw 
troops ofall kinds running everywhere. Nobody noticed the rumpled- 
looking major or the camoullage-faced sergeant. Everyone was 
shouting orders, or tramping by with their blasters out, or shouting 
obscenities at the people on the maximum-security side of the wall. 

Haathi turned to face Maglenna. “Are you all right?” she asked. 
“Iwas getting worried.” 

“About what?” 

“I the troops thought they could just getoneshot off, they would 
have picked you. When the enemy has to be selective, best to look 
unimportant.” 

“Is that rule forty-eight?” 

“t's actually sixty-something. I just skipped ahead.” 

Suddenly Hath! and Maglenna were cut off by a repulsor car 
with a massive deck gun. 

“Hey, Major Headcase and Corporal Punishment,” its driver 
shouted. “Get in!” 

“Sergeant, Morgan, I'm a sergeant!” Haathi shouted back, and 
gleefully jumped ontothe back deckof the repulsor. Maglenna, who 
was standing closer to the front end of the vehicle, noticed that the 
driver was sportinga blackeye and her passenger was clutching his 
shoulder. Both of them looked like they had emerged from a 
mattress fire. 

“Are you all right?” Maglenna asked. 

On hearing her say that, Haathi, standing directly behind Mor- 
gan and Jayme’s seats, leaned forward and put an arm around each 
of them. “What happened?” she cried, taking in their faces. “Ileave 
you alone for half an hour?” 

“That's the thing, T’Charek. We weren't alone,” Morgan said. 

“Who were you with? A pyromaniac?” 

“It looks like mostly sootand smoke damage, T’Charek,” Maglenna 
said, climbing onto the back deck. To Jayme and Morgan, she said, 
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“tm goingtospend the rest of my career patching the twoof you up, 
aren't L” 

“Is that one of T’Charek’s rules?” Morgan asked. 

“Itisnow,” Haathi said, and gave a sigh. “Allright, Just get us out 
of here, gir-genius. You can tell me how you torched yourselves 
later.” 

Morgan and Jayme each gave a stiff Imperial salute. Haathi sat in 
the deck gunner’s chair and fastened herself in; Maglenna stood In 
the middle of the deck with her arms behind her, looking solemn, 
She thought that maybe if somebody looked at least halfway 
official, the guard at the gate wouldn't feel compelled to ask any 
questions. Not that that mattered—Maglenna guessed that Haathi’s 
next plan was to have Morgan barrel straight on through the mink 
‘mum-security gateand be ar intothe woods before anybody had time 
to respond. As it was, Morgan drove down side streets and gave the 
Tighto-way to oncoming emergency vehicles headed for the wall. 

Haathi, situated with her knee right next to Magienna’s head, sat 
back in her seat, and tapped Maglenna on the shoulder. 

“First mission's pretty well over,” she said. “How do you feel?” 

“Numb,” Maglenna said. 

“Do you miss your desk Job?” 

“No, because i learned something today.” 

“Forty-eight extraneous rules?” 

“Forty-nine. Anything you do In a war can get you killed.” 

“Including doing something boring.” 

Maglenna looked back; at the T-shaped admin building, the 
Imperials were still tripping over each other, cramming up the 
doorway, stumbling into the loading area, hollering and moaning. 

“Especially doing something boring,” she sald. “Fortunately, 
with you three, that's one less thing for me to worry about.” 
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“Lovely planet they sent us to, EFTee. Positively rustic. I might 
even go so far as to call it quaint.” 

“Quit complaining, Arvee. Vengler's just a little primitive, that's 
all” 

“Primitive? We landed on a plateau, not in a spaceport, No 
amenities. Not a cantina in sight. Why not call the place what it 
really is, sir? A dirtball.” 

The Rebel lieutenant scowled at the toad-like quadruped, his 
second-in-command, then pointed toward the darkening hills. “A 
little dirt never hurt anyone. ‘Sides, we won't be here long. We cut 
through that gap and surprise the Imperials on the other side. 
‘There's not many. A couple dozen stormtroopers, support staff. 
Should be able to take them without much of a fight. We've got 
plenty of room on the shuttle for prisoners.” 

“Prisoners?” 

“Yeah, prisoners. This'll be easy, Arvee. Piece of Mundlop zilg- 
dicody. 

“Easy,” Arvee repeated. “Too bad I'm allergic to zilg” 

“We free the miners,” the lieutenant continued, “then it's leave 
time for all of us on a big Ithorian herd ship.” 

The Heutenant had to admit he shared Arvee's view of the 
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backwater world. Vengler was largely uncivilized, particularly this 
continent, and being on the fringe made it easy pickings for the 
‘small imperial unit that was reported to have moved in and taken 
over the quendek mine. Ifit hadn't been for an Alliance spy planted 
In the complement of a passing merchant frigate, the Imperial 
presence on Vengler probably would have gone unnoticed for 
years. Better to bring in a detachment now and shut it down right 
away, the lieutenant thought—before the Imperials have a chance 
to build weapon emplacements and set up a base. 

“Easy. Phihiiftt!” Arvee squatted on his rear legs, scratched at a 
wart, and reached for the blaster rifle slung over his mottled back. 
“Right, E-Tee. Easy for you humans.” He scrunched his lips into the 
approximation of a pout and eyed the rest of the Rebel force— 
nearly all of the 150 were Corellian recruits. There were a few 
Devaronians and a couple of Sullustans in the mix, but he was the 
only one who walked on all fours. “Easy ‘cause all this dust doesn't 
bother youtwo-leggers much. At least this beats resting in my bunk 
and watching the stars go by,” Arvee 

huffed. “One small outpost. Too 
bad there aren't two or 
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three. Ireally liketo shoot stormtroopers. I'm good ati, too.” Arvee 
hunkered down, his brown bumpy hide helping him blend in with 
the rough landscape. A hint of a smile crossed his bulbous lips. 
“Hey, EFTee, can I take point?” 

The lieutenant nodded, and the toadlike scout scuttled quickly 
ahead. The rest of the Rebels trailed behind him. As the stars began 
to wink into view, they quietly made their way through the gap in 
the hills. 

Arve sneezed. “I really hate all this dust,” he cursed under his 
breath, as he ran a webbed digit across the blaster rifle’s trigger. 
“Good thing we won't be here long.” He reached the far end of the 
gap and glanced across an uneven arid field. “Why, I could take 
them all out without a bother. Fast. All by my scaly lonesome. 
Forget prisoners. And then...” His raspy breath caught in his 
throat and his legs locked in place as he spotted something at the 
edge of his vision—several imperial system patrol craft. There was 
abuilding behind the ships. “That isn’t one outpost,” he whispered 
{in as soft a voice as he could manage. “Or two or three. It’s an 
Imperial base. With lots of weapon emplacements.” The dust 
swirled around his hind legs as his comrades caught up with him, 
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all this dust!” the freighter pilot groaned. “Dust ‘n sand. 
Every time I stay in Mos Eisley for more'n a few days the stuff gets 
In my droid’s joints. Makes it act up or shut down. Can ya do 
somethin’ about it?” 

Amalk Wulqpark eyed the sand-pitted protocol droid the pilot 
had roughly ushered into his shop. “You shouldn't leave him 
‘outside then,” Amalk suggested. “Dust wouldn't bea problem if you 
kept him on your ship.” 

“Can't keep it on my ship. | need it nearby ‘n case I come across 
someone or somethin’ | wanna talk to. For business.” 

“And you conduct your business on the street?” 

“Sometimes. 'N in the cantina, too. But the cantina rules...well, 
they won't let me take it inside,” the pilot returned. “So keep it just 
outside the door. Next best thing.” 
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Then you mustspend an auwful lot of time inside the cantina, Amalk 
‘thought, for all this dust damage to occur. 

‘Amalk leaned across the counter and ran his age-spotted hands 
over the droid’s tarnished face. Itwas a kind gesture that was lost on 
the pilot, butnot on the ailing droid. “You're in need of an oil bath, my 
new friend,” Amalk said soltly. “Hammer out a few of these dents.” 

“Huh?” 

“I said fixing him shouldn't be too much of a problem,” he said 
more loudly. “It looks like his photoreceptors are damaged.” 

‘The pilot raised an eyebrow and his lips parted In an unspoken 
question. 

“Photoreceptors,” Amalk explained. “Your drold’s eyes, the 
devices that snag the light rays—natural and manulactured—and 
convert them into electronic signals. The signals are processed by 
the video computer at the base of his head and are translated into 
Images so he can see. Operates on the same principle as human 
eyes. In any event, the casings are cracked. Dust got Inside and 
choked the workings.” 

“Hate all this dust,” the pilot grumbled. 

Amalk’s rheumy blue eyes narrowed. “Hmm. Not just the cas- 
Ings. You've got other problems, too, don't you fellow?" He was 
chatting to the droid, and the droid began to talk back. 

“What's that noise?” the pilot cut In. “That squawky stuff? 
‘Somethin’ wrong with its vocalizer?” 

“Vocabulator. Speech synthesizer.” 

“Yeah. That's what I meant. Is it broken, too?” 

Amalkshookhis head. “It's not noise,” he muttered. “It’s language.” 

“Not one I understand,” the pilot retorted. 

“Few do.” 

But Amalk was one of those few. What sounded like insects 
buzzing around the cramped shop's interior was a specialized 
program language. Droids often used it to communicate among 
themselves. It was largely unintelligible to organics. Amalk buzzed 
fluently—questions upon questions tumbling from his lips. The 
droid quickly provided answers. 

“Soyoutravela lot, limagine, being a freighter pilot,” Amalksaid, 
finally returning his attention to the pilot. 

“Yeah.” 

“Get to see much of the galaxy?” 

“Yeah. I get around. Even been to the Corporate Sector a few 
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“Ever travel in Imperial territory?” Amalk asked as he popped the 
chestplate off the droid and looked inside. 

“Yeah. Not that it's any of your business, though.” 

“I'd bet that's dangerous. Imperial assault shuttles buzzing 
around, maybe even a Star Destroyer. But then you look like you're 
not afraid of much.” 

“Tminot." The pliot pulfed out his chest. “Besides, It's not all that 
dangerous for me. I got some contacts, do some odd Jobs for ‘em 
now and again. Just occasional stuff. Stay friendly with "em and 
you're better off. Healthier and wealthier. Know what | mean?” 

“Indeed | do.” Amalk’s thick fingers prodded the droid's wires 
and circuits. “Hmmm. What have we here?” 

The pilot moved closer, tried to peer over Amalk’s shoulder to 
get a look inside the droid’s chest. 

“Not good,” Amalk tsked. “Not good at all. See this?” 

“What? Dust got inside there, too?” 

“No. The locomotor. It's wearing out. It will need to be replaced 
right away. Your droid probably won't be able to take more than 
another hundred steps or so under his own power before the 
locomotor burns out.” 

“Good thing I brought It to ya to fix Thank 
then.” The pilot looked pleased with him- 
self. Back at the hangar, they saldyawas | MRCS) 
thebest. Alsosaidthatyourlifttubedidn't | MTinTt heya 
go all the way to the top level...if ya know . a. 
what I mean, Said ya think more of drolds him! 
than people. Don't matter to me none |MMNERENTIE 
about your preferences. Me, I'm just 
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passin’ through, an’ [need ya to fix it.” pitted 
“Him,” protocol 
Huh? pape 
“Fix him, Fix your droid.” droid said. 


“Yeah. What'salocomotor?Iknow ships 
‘nall. Been flyin’ a freighter for years. Droids, wel, that's somethin’ 
Inever took to studyin 

“Alocomotor is the servomechanism that gives your drod—and 
other protocol droids, scout droids, and others like them—the 
ability to walk, to move.” 

“So can you replace it?” 

“Yes. No problem. But not at the moment. Idon't have any spare 
locomotors in the shop. They're on order. Expected on the next 
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merchant transport.” 

“When'll that be.” 

“Next week” 

“So whadda I do? I gotta be leavin’ in a day, no more 'n two. Got 
‘someplace I gotta go, an appointment ta keep. [need it ta translate 
for me” 

“Him.” 

“Yeah. I need him ta translate for me.” 

“You could buy another protocol unit. I have a few on sale.” 
Amalk eased away from the pilot's droid and gestured at his shop's 
walls. 

‘Amalk’s shop consisted of one large room, which when It was 
bullt would have been called spacious. Now it seemed small and 
crowded. The walls were lined with droids. Like soldiers, a few 
dozen protocol droids stood in a row, their silver, gold, brass, and 
bronze metal plating gleaming in the light that spilled through the 
lone window. 

Nearby were several R2, R4, and R5 units, and something that 
looked like a prototype or a modification of another R-series model. 
Remotes of various sizes hung from the ceiling, blinking and 
whirring like cantina decorations. Not true drolds, they were 
programmable to perform simple functions and had no indepen- 
dent initiative. 

There were also medical droids, mining droids, power drolds, 
companion drolds, exploration droids, scout drolds, geo-survey 
drolds, and more. One, which looked like a refitted interrogation 
droid, was busy dusting the place. Behind the counter were shelves 
‘upon shelves filled with metal legs, arms, wheels, treads, spools of 
wire, circuits, chips, and hundreds of small tools. 

“Tkinda like that silver one,” the pilot sald after looking every- 
thing over. “Haven't had a silver one before. Is it on sale?” 

‘Amalk nodded. “Yes, he’s on sale.” 

“How much?” 

“Trade in this droid, which I'l repair when I get the locomotor 
shipment, and throw In seven hundred credits. The silver droid’s 
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“Deal,” The pilot fumbled in his pocket for a credstick. “Got a 
restraining bolt for it? Notice none of your droids here got ‘em 
attached.” 
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“Haven't had need for them." Amalk reached under the counter @ 
and fumbled around, “This'll serve.” He passed it to the pilot, and 
the transaction was concluded. 

“Uh, thanks,” the pit said ashe exited the shop. “Wouldn't be £ 
able ta get my business done properly without one of these droids.” 
The silver protocol unit cast a last glance at Amalk, uttered a string 
of rushed sentences in a program language, and followed his new 
‘owner, 

“Is the pilot gone?" This from an outmoded geo-survey droid. 

“The ignoramus,” a partially-repaired chef droid retorted. “I've 
known smarter remotes.” 

“He's crossing the street,” a gold protocol droid said. He was 
craning his shiny neck as far as it would go and leaning away from 
the wall for a better view of the departing customer. “There. Out of 
‘sight. Headed with C3-LD8 toward the hangar. Poor Eldee.” 

‘Theother protocol droids moved away from the walland started 
chatting to themselves and Amalk. The R5 units chirped and 
hooted. And the chef droid ran through the ingredients it needed 
for Amalk’s dinner. 

“Good riddance to that customer,” the gold protocol added. 
“Tatooine will be better for his departure. At least he’s the type 
‘Amalk likes to sell to.” 

“Thank the Maker! am rid of him!” the sand-pitted protocoldroid 
said. “Ihad quite my fill of working for that boorish man, Occasional 
dealings with Imperials, he claims! Hah! He works for them all the 
‘time, is leaving now for a rendezvous with an Imperial captain. They 
use him, though he doesn't realize it. Hire him to make runs into 
neutral territory or to Alliance-held worlds. He is not very bright for 
an organic, does not see how they manipulate him so. Does not see 
how truly evil they are. And might | interject that there is nothing 
wrong with my locomotor.” 

“I know,” Amalk said. 

“Then why...” 

“Because lam very bright for an organic,” he returned. “It'salong 
story, my new friend. You see...” 

“Company?” the scout droid announced. The gold protocol droid 
leaned back against the wall and his fellows quickly joined him. 
They pretended to shut themselves off. The R5 units fell silent. 

A soft buzz cut through the air as the door opened. Amalk 
watched a pair of Jawas trundle inside. They were leading a quartet 
of battle damaged astromechs, one of which was pulling a one- 
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4 He craned his neck forward, straining to look at the top of the hill 
across from him, eyes stinging from the dust that was flying 
§ everywhere. There! Prone, a few dozen stormtroopers. He saw the 
moonlight glinting off their white helmets. All armed with blaster 
rifles, looks like, he thought. Probably pistols for close-in fighting— 
though he knew his men wouldn't be able to scramble up the 
hillsides quick enough to get close. Must be an equal number of 
stormtroopers on the hill above him. A whole lot more than the 
Alliance intelligence report said would be here. 
“Can't fall back” came acry from somewhere behind the lieuten- 
ant. “Coming in the gap behind us, boxing us in like Roon mogos!” 
“How many?” the lieutenant shouted. 
a ema “Twenty, thirty!” came the hoarse reply. 
OSU -iiard to tll. The dusts so thick!” 
the rifle and A decision, the lieutenant thought. Have 
SNEVICCime tiem °° make a decision now 
be , “Swarming us from the base up ahead! 


COLA eM] Coming at us on speeders!” The lieutenant 
shoot at the 


recognized that voice. It was Arvee, his 
os ‘second. “I'd say your informer was wrong, 
ieee meal! EI-T. I'd say we're the zilg-dicody, and the 
BGR eS MEE (200s are gonna feast on us!” 
“Nol” the lieutenant screamed, “We're 
(COT Ry relamm| not going down tonight!” He darted away 
when the from the slope and hit the ground, rolling 
and dodging blaster fire. He paused only to 
CU aeratt (ae! take a couple of shots at the white helmet 
peering over the hilltop, then he kept roll- 
ing, not bothering to see if he had hit the 
stormtrooper. Have fo get a look at the other side of the hill, he 
thought. Just fo be sure. Maybe my guess is wrong, maybe there's not 
a few dozen stormtroopers up there. Maybe we could charge up that 
hill, circle round, get back to the shuttle. Maybe..... The keen whine of 
a tripod-mounted repeating blaster cut through the din. A knifing 
pain shot up the lieutenant’s right leg and into his stomach. Then 
the lieutenant felt nothing, couldn't move. Dying, he thought, 
probably lasered my leg off. Can’t feel, can’t hardly swallow. So cold. 
“Arvee! Your command now! Get the men out of here!” 
He didn’t hear the toadlike quadruped’s reply. The lieutenant 
was beyond hearing anything. 
“Fall back!” Arvee hollered. “Might be fewer in frontof us, but t's 
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suicide heading toward the base.” He slung his blaster rifle over his 
back and scuttled toward the bulk of his men, moving faster 
without having to hold onto his weapon. He leapt over the body of 
a Devaronian, registered that at least a third of his fellow Rebels 
were littering the dusty ground, Should have brought more men, 
more shuttles. But this was supposed to be a small operation, he 
thought. Where did all the Imps come from? Must’ve been monitoring 
our descent. Waited till we were easy pickings. 

Just ahead to his left, three Corellians were squeezed together in 
a niche under a rocky overhang. They were taking turns poking 
their heads out and shooting at the white helmets on the opposite 
ridge. 

“Too many of them!” Arvee callled as he scampered toward the 
trio. “Fighting retreat!” He paused when he reached the overhang, 
slung his blaster rifle off his back again and took aim at a 
‘stormtrooper descending the opposite slope. His webbed finger 
pumped the trigger, sending light-blue bolts of energy kzinging off 
the dirt and rocks, finally finding a markon the trooper's torso. The 
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‘stormtrooper fell. But there were more coming over the ridge now. 
“Leave me one of your rifles!” he barked. One of the Corellians 
‘complied, then the three took off running. 

“Fall back!” Arvee shouted at more Rebel soldiers as he wedged 
himself into theniche vacated by the three Corellians. He hunkered 
as close to the ground as he could, and his webbed fingers flew over 
his own blaster rifle, tugging at the stock, opening thecompartment 
where the packs that powered the rifle were held, yanking the 
packs out. He grabbed his spare packs from his belt and held them 
all together. Then he fumbled with the rifle strap, usediitto bind the 
packs tight. He grimaced when he saw a half-dozen more of his 
fellows fall to blaster fire. 

“See how you like this,” he cursed softly. He heaved the bundled 
blaster packs toward the slope the stormtroopers were climbing 
down, picked up the borrowed rifle, and fired at the bundle. 

‘The explosion rocked the gap. Dirt and gravel showered the 
stormtroopers and Arvee. Barely over the rumble, the toadlike 
quadruped heard the screams of dying Imperials. He hoisted the 
rille and waited, intending to shoot at the first glint of white he 
could spot when the dust settled. 
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“Settled In for the evening, sir?” the scout droid flipped up the 
“closed” sign on Amalk’s shop and glanced around to make sure 
everything was secure. The only light inside was over a worktable 
where several tools were carefully laid out. Most of the droids had 
shut themselves down. A few were in the back room taking an oll 
bath and watching the R2 units gather around the hologameboard. 

“No. I'm going to work late tonight.” 

“On the Jawas’ astromechs?" 

Amalk shook his head. “Tomorrow for them. 'm more interested 
in the onedegged protocol droid.” 

“Asleek design, sir. Nothing I've seen before, and I've seen quite 
afew come through your shop. Either a very new model or a one- 
ofa-kind design specially commissioned. Mmmm. | suppose it 
might also be a very old one, an antique that has been kept in good 
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shape.” The scout cocked his head. “Except for the missing leg, of 
course.” 

“Il have to use that one.” Amalk pointed to an olive-gray leg 
hanging behind the counter. “At least until { can fashion one to 
match the rest of his body.” 

“Lam certain Y3FE9 could help. He's becoming increasingly 
proficient at welding joints. I would help if I could. But mechanics 
and electronics are not my areas of expertise.” 

‘Amalk didn’t reply. He was busy carrying the black protocol 
droid over to his worktable. With the dust brushed off its casings, 
the drold looked smooth and glossy, with few sharp angles. Noth- 
ing marred its metal surface. He laid it down almost reverently. “I 
told the Jawas | was only buying you for spare parts. Truly thought 
soatthe time,” he said tohimself. “But maybe can get yourunning. 
You'd be quite the showpiece. Wonder what languages you know? 
How many? Wonder where you've been. Who made you?" 

“If you donot need me for anything sir, I would like to go out back 
and watch the hologame.” 

Amalk waggied his fingers, dismissing the scout droid. “Hmm. 
Maybe I could sell you to a crime lord who collects fine droids. Or 
to.amerchant who travels Imperial lanes. No matter who I sell you 
to, you'll make a magnificent informer.” He flipped open the 
chestplate and began humming. Picking through his tools, Amalk 
began repairing the drotd. 

“Definitely fixable,” he sald after a few hours had passed and a 
thorough memory flush was finished. “Not in such bad shape after 
all, No. Notat all. Language chip intact. The Jawas didn't know what 
theyhad. Allyouneed now is anew leg, aspecially-litted reactivator 
switch, and my deeply-implanted intelligence program. Undetect- 
able, unflushable. Perfect.” He continued to hover over the droid. 

“No one will ever learn you're working for the Alliance. Your 
photoreceptors and audial recorders will absorb all manner of 
Imperialactivity, and you'll report back tome whenever you're able 
to sneak away to download information. Why, maybe I'll even be 
able to sell you to an Imperial officer. Shine you up just right to 
catch his attention. You'd gain first-hand information. Yes, you'll 
make a fine addition to the Rebel spy network. You know, I've 
placed nearly 50 droids with my program seeded deep inside them. 
‘They've been spying on the Empire for more than a year. You'll join 
them shortly. 

He oiled the black droid’s motivator, then carefully polished the 
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metal plates that covered most of the body. “You are a beauty,” he 
whistled softly. The droid’s face was well-defined, not unlike the 
visage of the chef droid he'd acquired a few weeks ago, But this one 
was almost handsome by human terms. The brow swept back to 
forma ridge that looked like the rounded knuckles of a closed fist. 
“Judging by that overlarge locomotor, I'd say you will be able to 
move quickly. Oil you enough and you'll be quiet, too. You have 
some Interesting attachments and compartments. I'll look those 
‘over in the morning.” 

‘Amalk pushed himself away from the workbench and retrieved 
the olive-gray leg. “Hate to put this on you, but I want you up and 
walking around. Make you a little lopsided, but just for a couple of 
days. Efeenine will help me craft you a new leg, black and shiny, s0 
well-made that no one but me and you—and Efee, of course—will 
know it's not your original. There!” He attached the wires from the 
gray leg to the drold’s hip, oiled the joints, then connected the 
power unit. 

The black drold's eyes glowed white against the Inky sockets, 


Arvee stared up at the stars, white pinpricks against the black 
sky. Most of the dust had settled, revealing that his makeshift bomb 
had taken out quite a few stormtroopers. Their armor-clad bodies 
were scattered among the downed Rebels, arms and legs at odd 
angles like broken dolls. So many bodies. 

‘The toadlike quadruped swallowed hard. He'd been in firefights, 
but not in any with this many casualties. “Back to the shuttle!” he 
called to the remaining Rebels. “Move your feet or none of us will 
be making it off this dirtball” 

‘There were still several dozen stormtroopers to contend with— 
easily three times as many as there were Rebels still standing. But 
Arveetrusted that his men were better than the Imps. He cocked his 
wide head and picked up what sounded like an incessant wail. The 
speeder bikes had reached the far end of the gap. They'd be here 
in the space of a few heartbeats. The noise was loud and of varying 
pitches. Arvee swore under his breath. There were more speeder 
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bikes than he had first guessed. 

“Be quick!” he hollered to his men. He squatted amid the bodies 
between the two hills, hoping his coloration would help hide him. 
Arvee intended to cover the retreating Rebels, even though he 
suspected his heroism would cost him his life. He would take a lot 
of stormtroopers with him, he knew, and prayed enough Rebels. 
would make it back to the shuttle to man the craft and report the 
Vengler incident. _———_—_ 

Behind him the sound of blaster rifles “Vou" i 
continued, Both sides were fring, he sur- | MBMGMMUR GUM 


mised, as theImps' rifleshad ahighertone |MPieB UN) elE gs 
tion from me 


to them. There was another explosion in 
the distance. Arvee could tell one of his 
men had fashioned a makeshift bomb out |) @ Ato i 
of blaster packs. Faintly, he heard a vic- my 

tory cry. The voice was Sullustan, He al- | Qiimiahaia tana 
lowed himself a weak smile. 

“Maybe the two-leggers can make it out of here alter all,” he 
whispered. Then the speeder bikes were practically on top of him, 
and he made out the forms of stormtroopers running behind them. 
“Where didall of theseImps come from?" He swiveled his borrowed 
rifle and began thumbing the trigger. He aimed for the lead bikes’ 
engines, netting two before the scout troopers realized what was 
happening, The bikes sparked and sputtered and tooktheir hapless 
riders careening along what was left ofthe hillside. “Two down, ten 
to go,” he grumbled as he dodged a blast from a bike cannon and 
sawanother bike headed straight toward him. “Ah, womp rats. That 
‘one spotted me.” 

Arvee darted to his right as a speeder bike cannon blasted the 
spot he'd been occupying only a moment before. He spun about on 
his rear legs, raised his rifle, and felt himself flying forward. Ascout 
on another bike had passed behind him, ramming the stock of his 
blaster soundly against the quadruped's skal. 

“Gather the prisoners.” Arvee faintly heard the stormtrooper's 
voice as he was drifting toward unconsciousness. “We've plenty of 
room for them on the ship.” 

Arvee woke in the cargo hold, his legs shackled to the wall. His, 
head hurt and his lungs burned from inhaling all the dust and the 
blaster fire-tinged alr. He squinted through the dim light and 
focused on his fellow Rebels. He counted 20, all shackled like 
himself. That meant 130 had died in the ambush. Perhaps, if the 
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Force was with them, some had escaped. 

He shook his head. “Wasn't supposed to happen this way,” he 
muttered. 

“Certainly it was.” The voice was clipped and laced with arro- 
gance, coming from a shadowed doorway. 

‘Arve peered into the darkness, his eyes separating the shadows 
until he found the lanky body of an Imperial captain. The captain 
smiled and took a few steps closer. 

“Your information was wrong,” the captain said smugly. “Your 
droid spy was fed false reports, made to believe there was only a 
small outpost near the mine.” 

“The base....”Arvee began. 

“Has been on Vengler for quite some time,” the captain finished, 

“Why?” 

The captain laughed. "Why go to all this trouble to defeat only 
‘one handful of Rebel soldiers? Not just one. Dozens. You see, there 
are other traps being sprung as we speak.” 

Arve sagged against the wal. 

“You, and the captured Rebels from our other operations, will be 
taken to a stronghold on Wayland, where you will be...” he paused, 
searching for a word. “Expertly questioned.” 

“You'll gain no information from me or my men,” Arvee spat. 

“Oh, but we will. Eventually. And it will help lead to the downfall 
of your pitlable Alliance. You cannot win. The Empire is too strong, 
has tendrils everywhere. Now, if | were you, I'd get some rest. This 
will be the last good night's sleep you'll have.” 


“Ineed to get some sleep.” Amalk backed away from the black 
protocol droid and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Been 
working on you all night.” He glanced toward the shop window, 
where the pink light of dawn was peeking through. “Yes, get a 
couple of hours of rest, then give you an oil bath. Put you on 
display.” 

He'd made room for the new droid. Amalk’s line of protocol 
droids had an empty space, right in the center. The protocol units 
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astromechs had long-since finished their hologames and had joined 
the rest of Amalk’s inventory in what passed for sleep. 

“You can stay up if you like,” Amalk said to his new acquisition, 
“Make yourself at home. Think of a name for yourself.” He yawned 
and rubbed his eyes. “See you after a nap.” 

The drold’s white eyes watched Amalk head to the back room, 
His black head swiveled silently this way and that, taking in the 
stock of droids, noting none were active, not even the scout. But to 
be certain... The droid glided behind the counter, retrieved the 
restraining bolts Amalk kept there for customers. There were just 
enough for the droids It considered a threat. Finished, it moved 
nolselessty forward, following Amalk’s path. It stepped through the 
doorway, raised its right arm, and a thin blaster beam shot from a 
palm-plate and struck the backof the tinker as hewas pulling up the 
comforter and climbing into bed. 

“Wha...” Amalk fell to his knees and immediately fumbled in his 
pocket for his sole weapon, a small hold-out blaster he always kept 
with him in the event someone tried to rob his shop. He tugged It 
free and gritted his teeth as he turned to face the intruder. The pain 
from the wound renewed its intensity when he moved, and he bit 
down on his lower lip to keep from crying out. Then his mouth 
dropped open when he saw the black protocol droid take alm at 
him. 

“You?” Amalk fired. The beam from his weapon glanced off the 
glossy metal and ricocheted harmlessly away. He fired again and 
again as the droid walked closer. 

“No,” the droid said. 

Itwas the first word Amalk had heard the droid speak. It must 
have connected its vocabulator, he thought, when Iwas busy cleaning 
my tools. But why? I wiped its memory. it's a protocol droid. Not a 
killer. 

“No,” it repeated. “ll not kill you with this blaster. There would 
be too many questions.” Its angular head swiveled on his neck, its 
white eyes locked on the vat in which Amalk’s droids received oil 
baths. “Yes.” 

‘Amalk crawled toward the back door, his movements slow from 
age and pain. The droid followed, stopped him with a strong hand 
on his shoulder. The tinker struggled, but the droid held him fast, 
then lowered a hand to his other shoulder, picked him up effort- 


lessly. ® 


were all shut down, conserving their power for thecomingday. The | 


=IPADS VIN F 


“Rdvoriure Joumal = May 1988 


“Wh-wh-what are you?” Amalk stammered. 

“Not a protocol droid, not something to be put on display and 
soldasaspy.” The droid’s eyes brightened. “Ialreadyamaspy.And 
serve a master far better than you.” 

“The Empire,” Amalk sald. 

The droid nodded. 

“But I wiped your memory.” 

“You thought only you could create so complex a program, 80 
deep it could not be detected, not be flushed.” 

“Someone discovered me.” 

“And someone Is undoing everything you have done.” 

Amalk sobbed openly. “The Alliance. What have I done?” 

The droid carried him to the oil bath, dropped him in the vat and 
held his head above the inky black surface. “Your nephew will 
arrive in the spaceport tomorrow and will discover your body. An 
accident. You drowned while trying tohelp an astromech out of the 
vat. Your nephew Eld will inherit your shop and Inventory. Pick up 
where you left off—selling droids that spy for the military.” The 
droid pushed Amalk’s head below the surface, held the old man 
there while he feebly struggled. “But he will sell to a different 
clientele. And it is the Empire that will profit rom the intelligence 
network.” 

Amalk’s struggles stopped and the droid released the body. It 
wiped its hands on a towel and returned the shop, finding Its place 
In the line of protocol droids. 

It shut itself down. 

And it waited. 
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Roleplaying Game Sourcefile 


C1-EZ8 
Customized Imperial Assassin Drotd 


Blaster 6D+2, brawling parry 2D+2, dodge 4D+2, melee combat 


3D+2, running 3D 
jOWLEDGE 2D 


KN 

Alien species 5D, lan; 7D, law enforcement 4D+1, planeta 

Siena piety 
IECHANICAL 2D. 


Gon 30, forgery 4D, persuasion 4D, sneak 4D-2, search 7D+1 
‘on , persuasion 4D, sneak 4D+2, search 7D+ 
STRENGTH AD. 


Tifting 60. 
Ce PA AO rmenin (repair 2D+2, demolitions SD+1, droid 
compu 2, 1, 
repalt 3Bet security 4a 


Eioped Wi 
5 Blaster pistol (3D) built into right forearm 

* Retractable vibroknile built into left forearm 
* Garrote (STR+ 1D) built Into left hand 

* Hip compartment 

with'demolitions kit 
* Macrobinoculars 
built inte, photore- 
ceptors. (Percey 
+2Dwhen viewing far- 
away areas) 
Recording rod 

* Security kit (+1Dto 
security rolls 

‘* 2 Grenades (SD) 
stored in leg com- 
partment 

Move: 10 
‘Slant 2.0 meters 
Coat Not forsale 
Capeule: C1-£28 is one 
ofarareserles of drolds 
developed by the mpe- 
rial Intelligence’s tech 
bureau, Theseassassin 
droids were designed 
tolntiltrate Rebel cells, 
though lately they've 
been used by the 
Ubiqtorate’s Renik 
counter-intelligence 
branch to puta stop to 
Alllance espionage 
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droid operations. Other branches of Imperial Intelligence have re. @ 
sqcsted similar drolds bu ther assembly sslow—encryptinghidden & 
Programs and concealing specialized equipment is not easy or cheap— 

and few have entered service with other bureaus. ’ 


Appearing as a lossy-black protocol droid, Eazy can pass himself off 
as one; however, he is actually a well-made assassin drold, perceptive 
and cunning. His builtin tools help him carry out his nefarious mis- 
‘slons. Loyalty and combat programming 1s buried deep inside his 
Processor, so that even repeated memory wipes do not aflect his 
directives. 


‘Quote:“1am fluent in more than three million forms of communication. 
And I know at least that many ways to kill a man.” 


Adventure Ideas 

Droids for Sale: The characters are in Mos Eisley and hear about 
‘a droid sale at the shop of Eld Wulgpark. The prices are on the low- 
end of reasonable, and there is a wide variety avallable. Likely Eld 
makes the characters a deal too good to turn down. Inthe end, they 
Purchase one or more droids with Imperial spying programs se- 
cretly built in. As they continue their adventures, the Empire is 
always onestep behind them all the way, and closingin. The heroes 
are left to discover how the Empire seems to know their every 
‘move, What can they do to shake the Imperials who are dogging 
their every step? 

Ferreting Mlsslon: Two Rebel bases have been compromised, 
and they were evacuated just before Imperial forces moved in. 
Rebel intelligence agents are certain spies imbedded deep within 
the Alliance are responsible. The characters are appointed the task 
of discovering who is leaking information about Rebel fortifica- 
tions. They must work quickly, as the Alliance cannot afford to lose 
more bases. 

Intrigue in Mos Eisley: A passing frigate captain, loyal to the 
Rebellion, reported picking up a transmission from an Alliance 
vessel the characters were on. The message went to somewhere in 
Mos Eisley, and it was coded and suspicious. The frigate captain 
notified the Alliance vessel commander immediately. With work, 
thecharacters are able to decipher the transmission—it's a report 
to Imperial agents about the Rebel vessel's activities. The heroes 
‘Must discover who sent the message from their ship, who received 
it on the other end, and stop up the intelligence leak. 
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The clean-cut young man stepped out of Loose Cannon Arms, 
carrying a small package tucked under his arm. His nondescript 
face blended seamlessly in the crowd of people wandering one of 
Coruscant's nearly endless shopping districts. Noone even spared 
fa second glance when he ducked into a small service alley and 
began speaking to the shadows. “He's in there. You good to go?” 

Aquickcheckof the hold-out tucked away in her waistband told 
her the small blaster was fully charged. She knew the feeling well. 
Daniera Karmony took a calming breath, letting the tension slip 
from her body. She smiled brilliantly at Cabe. “Good to go.” 

“The General's counting on you.” Cabe paused and touched 
Daniera’s shoulder. “We all are. Just be careful. He used to be one 
of us, but nobody knows why the man left. Maybe not even Cracken. 
His service records are sealed at the highest levels.” 

She nodded gravely and prepared to go shopping... 


“Can [help you?” 


Daniera looked up from the display of blaster carbines that 
stretched across the back wall of Loose Cannon Arms. The young 
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‘woman's gaze casually traversed rack after rack of glistening black 
weaponry and finally came to rest on the older man sitting behind 
the counter. The proprietor of the Cannon studied Daniera with a 
bemused little grin as he casually sipped from a steaming mug. 

“Actually, 'm just lookingaround,” she said witha shrug. “Thanks 

anyway.” She studied him with a peripheral glance. On second 
thought, he didn’t seem advanced in ageso much as spirit. His were 
eyes that had seen more thana lifetime's worth. But there was also 
something else there...a glimmer even the heavy weight of time 
could not diminish. 

‘The man nodded serenely. “Well, you just let me know if you 
need anything, hon.” The grin 
contorted Into something more 
akin toasmirkas he tookanother 
drink. “I proudly offer a 20 per 

huh? € cent discount to nerf 

Danlerawas staringathimnow. 

hrugded. Eacuse met 
"1 thought “Oh. Sorry. Nerfs...my pre- 
ferred acronym for operatives of 
theNew Republic Security Force.” 
He flashed a brilliant smile. “No 


offense intended, of course.” 

“[have no idea what—" Daniera paused, then shook her head. 
“How did you know?” 

“Don't feel bad, sweets. It isn’t that obvious, unless you know 
‘what to look for.” 

“Such as?” 

“It's bad business to give away trade secrets.” He put the mug 
down. “That's why I sell customized weapons...and not the blue- 
prints.” 

Daniera leaned on the transparistee! counter. “Humor me.” 

‘The man sighed with feigned reluctance for a moment. “Well, I 
don't get many female browsers in here and the few who do come 
by usually get caught up with the junk in those cases," he said, 
indicating the one she was leaning on. “Cutesy little palm blasters, 
hold-outs with pearl lacquer finish that fit comfortably in the 
handbag, that sort of thing.” 

Daniera started to protest, but he cut her off before shecould get 
out a single syllable. “That's all fact by the way, free of sexist 
opinion. Anyway, you were eyeing the good stuff on the back wall, 


SPAS WIAD F 


“Raventure Joumal = May 1968 


appreciating some of my better work, and that means you're not a 
casual enthusiast. Then there's that bulge in your jacket that,” he 
flashed the grin again, “assuming no odd physical abnormalities, 
looks to me just like a BlasTech CMP 489 pistol—flavor of the 
‘moment for New Republic Security.” 

Daniera folded her arms across her chest. “You're pretty good, 
but— 

He held up ahand. “You didn’t let me fintsh...however, you're a 
bit too much of a looker for standard Security or even SpecForce, 
0 my guess would be NRI. I know how that old bantha Cracken 
loves to throw folks a curve by utilizing attractive women...” After 
afinal, trlumphant sip from his mug, he added, “Well, at least when 
their mouths aren’t dangling open like that. Kind of subtracts from 
the enchantress equation.” He sat back in the chair and beamed. 
“So, any questions?” 

After taking a moment to regain her composure she nodded. 
“Just one...what in the galaxy possessed the great M’Kyas Love to 
let his considerable talents go to waste appraising customers in a 
back-end weapon shop on Coruscant?” 

“For your information, | only sell high-quality merchandise, and— 
* his eyes narrowed dangerously “my custom creations sell for 
‘more credits than you've probably seen in your lifetime, girl.” 

“You'd be surprised.” 

“Well, now I know who you are and you know who I am." He 
picked up his empty mug and started walking to the back of the 
store. “I dislike playing games with no wagering involved, so why 
don't you just save us both some lifetime and tell me what you 
want? 

“Grandyl Grieve.” 

To her credit, Daniera didn't flinch as the mug hit the floor and 
shattered. 

M'kyas Love slowly turned back around to face her. With the 
touch of a button, the lumasign on his front door flashed from 
“open” to “closed.” 

He slowly held out a hand, gesturing Daniera toward a back 
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“Grandyl Grieve. Now there’s a name I haven't heard for a long 
time.” Love slid a steaming mug in front of Daniera and sat down 
beside her. “A fellow Latarzian and one of the deadliest assassins 
ever spawned by the Empire. Erroneously believed to be deceased 
many times over, he has the annoying habit of surviving certain 
doom. As I recall, he hasn't been heard from since the Battle of 
Endor. That was quite a few years ago.” 

Daniera cautiously took sip of the proffered drink, decided she 
liked it and let the hot liquid warm her up. “Well, he’s back. Hired 
by an unknown Imperial party to assassinate key officials of the 
New Republic.” She returned the mug to its coaster with a resound- 
ing thump. “And so far he’s doing a marvelous job.” 

Love leaned back in his chair. “Back after all this time, huh?” He 
shrugged. “I thought he'd retired.” 

Daniera cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t seem too concerned by 
the news of his return.” 

“Should I be?” 

“As the story goes, It was your relentless pursuit that finally 
drove him underground. And since Grieve is apparently taking up 
‘old hobbies, don’t you think he'd love to take a shot at his arch- 
nemesis?” 

“I think you've been watching too many holos, girl.” 

“The reality Is people are dying. Another senator was found 
murdered this morning. That makes four in less than two weeks. 
Each one more important than the last.” 

“Ithought the New Republic espoused equality,” he said with a 
chuckle. 

“You know what I mean,” Daniera snapped, growing more irri- 
tated. “So far we're snapping at shadows. Noone even knows what 
the Sithspawn looks like.” 

“Ido.” He paused. “And that's why you're here.” 

“There has only been one break so far. Our agents have uncov- 
ered the identity of Grieve's next target: Chief of State Leia Organa 
Solo.” Daniera took a deep breath before continuing. “You got 
closer to this monster than anyone else. We need your help.” 

He shook his head. “Grieve may not be retired, but lam. I've done 
more than my share of skip tracing, bounty hunting, private inves- 
tigating, and sector rangering. I served my time in the nerfs and 
played superspy for General Cracken.” Love stood up, his eyes 
locked onto Daniera. “So you can go back and tell Cracken that my 
remaining years are going to be spent doing things that don’t 
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involve being shot, tortured, or otherwise mauled.” 

Daniera was silent for along moment, then abruptly got to her 
feet. She was at the door in a few short strides, but paused briefly 
to regain eye contact with Love. “General Cracken thought you 
might refuse. He told me to give you this.” She slipped something 
into his hand and then walked toward the front door without 
another word. 

Love reluctantly glanced down at the data chip, carefully run- 
ning his fingers along the gleaming ridged surface. It had been 
erased. Cracken did love his irony, after all... “Walt. 

‘One hand on the door, Daniera looked at him over her shoulder. 

He touched a finger to the wall and a secret panel slid away to 
reveal a recessed compartment. From inside Love removed a large 
replihide shoulder holster that cradled what was quite possibly the 
nastlest-looking heavy blaster pistol Danlera had ever seen. Sur- 
prisingly, Its bulk slipped easily into place under Love's left arm. He 
shrugged on a worn but expensive overcoat that easily concealed 
the huge weapon. 

“Okay. I'm ready.” 

It was Daniera’s turn to smirk. “For what?" 

“Idon't know, hon,” he said, patting the bulge under his coat, 
“but with the mood I'm in right now it had better involve shooting 
allot of people.” 
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‘The New Republic Security detail at the door watched quietly as 
Daniera and Love exited the turbolift and made their way down the 
hall. The pair of heavily armed troopersshifted their weight lightly, 
greeting the newcomers with the business end of two blaster 
carbines. 

Daniera flashed her identification and the guards immediately 
stood at ease, allowing them passage into the hotel room. She 
stepped in first, pulling on a pair of Duraguard examination gloves. 

Love paused, glancing back down the hall at the teams of NRI 
agents electronically sweeping the area for the tiniest clues. He 
shrugged as he followed Daniera into the room, closing the door 
behind them. 

‘She was already moving methodically through the living area. 
“The entire floor has been shut down by New Republic Security. AS 
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‘we speak, NRI agents are interviewing the entire staff, conducting 
molecular-level scans, and reviewing guest records for the past 
month.” 

Love nodded. “That's good. A waste of time and money, but hey, 
a bureaucracy Is still a bureaucracy no matter how high-minded its 
morals may be.” 

Daniera stared at him, her mouth struggling to catch up to her 
thoughts. 

He held up a hand. “Sorry. Just give me the specs, okay? Say, 
do you mind if {call you Dani?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. Go ahead, Dani...” 

Daniera sighed. “Victim number four is Senator Luralon 
Odaay, near-human Turian from the Limbala sector. He was 47 
standard years of age, married, with one child. Senator Oday 
frequently returns to his homeworld when the Senate-in-whole is 
adjourned, so when It is in session, he only keeps a hotel room 

{In lieu of permanent Coruscant 
residence.” She gestured at the 
well-kept room. “The Kaerlla 
Queen has been his favorite the 
last few years. In fact, he 
requested this same room last 
year.” 

Love absorbed the informa- 
tion, “No sign of forced entry and 
themurder tookplace...."His eyes 
searched out the entrance to the 
bedroom. “In there?” 

Daniera nodded her head 

slowly, apparently unenthused about revisiting the crime scene. 

He walked past her, slipping ona pair of Duraguard gloves. “How 
do you know it’s Grieve?” 

“Bloody and violent death.” 

“Most homicides fall into that category.” 

“And the Sithspawn left his calling card. Grieve,” she hissed 
through clenched teeth, “What kind of name is that, anyway?” 

“Latarzian. At birth we're only given our first names. Our sur- 
‘names are earned from our actions.” 

“But ‘Grieve"?” 

His voice became distant. “His parents probably lamented the 
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fact that they gave birth to him.” 
Daniera gave him a look. “Then I'm not sure I want to know.” 
“What?” 
“About your surname...Llove?” 
He offered only a leering smile and a wink. “Ask me again 
sometime.” 
Love flashed her a morbid smile of amusement, then entered the 
bedroom. 
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Senator Odaay's corpse was strewn face down across the em- 
peror-sized bed. The thick sheets had absorbed most of the dark 
blue blood; the plush Tapani carpet had soaked up the rest. Agold- 
handled vibroknife was jutting out from the small of the victim's 
back. Certainly not the killing blow, probably inflicted post-mortem. 
Grandyl Grieve's personalized calling card, derived from his name; 
Grandyl was the Latarzian word for gold. 

Love paused at the entrance, surveying the scene for a full 
minute before approaching the victim's body. 

Daniera quietly slid into the room behind him. For her tough 
demeanor and experience, she was still a young agent—new to 
many horrors of the business. 

He glanced backat her and smiled reassuringly. “You know what 
the problen is with_~—beings~—ttoday?” 
She shook her head, eyes focused on the grisly sight. 

“Well, 'll tell you. Nobody can ever keep their snouts out of 
everybody else’s business. The galaxy would be a nicer place if we 
all just minded our own affairs.” Love crouched down over the 
body, conductinga careful examination. The man had flopped over 
the bed, one six‘fingered hand draped across a pillow. The other 
‘was hanging over the far side of the bed. Love circled around to get 
a better look. It was clenched in a tight fist. “Fact is, 45 percent of 
homicide customers are stiff ‘cause they followed their sense of 
smell to the great beyond.” 

He had her attention now. Daniera folded her arms and just 
stared at him. “is that so?” 

“Yup,” Love sald through gritted teeth as he tried to pry open the 
dead man’s fist. “That reminds me... you know what the least used 


sense is?” Q 
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She watched him struggle with the corpse, and shrugged non- 
committally. 

“Common sense,” Love grunted as he accidentally snapped off 
two fingers. Senator Odaay had been clenching a tiny figurine. 

‘Shocked, Daniera quickly stepped forward. 

Love used his arm to wipe the sweat beading at his forehead. 
“The other 45 percent are your typical crimes of passion,” he said 
witha salacious wink. “Nothing sours as badly as love. Well, except 
maybe lum.” 

“Do you ever shut up?” she said as she stepped next to him. 

“The last 10 percent are your basic poor shlubs who just get 
‘caught in the crossfire.” He turned the statuette over and over Inhis 
hands. It was a rather stunning likeness of Darth Vader. “Funny 
thing is, folks are the most worried about being plugged in the last. 
category. They ask me how they can avoid getting hit. [tell “em all 
the same thing...” He twisted the little Lord of the Sith’s head with 
an audible click. 

“Duck.” Danlerawatched inamazementasaminiature lightsaber 
hologram emitted from the tiny gloved hand. Love handed her the 
Vader replica and she carefully touched the small saber. It sparked 
slightly, giving her a minute shock. 

Love carefully turned the corpse over onto its back and studied 
the carnage. The dead Senator sported a massive hole in the center 
of his chest, ringed with obvious blaster scoring. Love studied the 
‘mortal wound for a moment, giving a low whistle through his teeth. 

He started to move back, then paused. He abruptly leaned 
forward until his nose was nearly touching the dead Senator's neck 
and sniffed. “Hmmm...” 

Dantera turned Vader's head, disengaging the lightsaber with a 
tiny whoosh. “So what do we have?” 

“I got a corpse that took what looks like a blaster artillery hit at 
point-blank range.” Love turned back to Daniera. “I got no wit- 
esses, no point of entry, and no defensive wounds.” 

“Just like the other three crime scenes.” Daniera couldn't resist 
asell-satisfied smile. “You haven't told me anything! didn't already 
know.” 

Love continuedas if she hadn'teven spoken. “The only thingIdo 
have is a good hunch that our boy here was a member of the Dark 
Vortex Club.” 

Daniera’s smug smile suddenly vanished. 

Love unceremoniously walked to the door, tossing the used 
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Duraguard gloves over his shoulder. “And all you got, sweets, is a 
big mess to clean up. My work here is done.” 

She trailed him outside the hotel room. “That's it?” 

“I just gave you all you needed to solve this case,” he said, 
Indicating the statuette in her hands. “That's amembership key to 
the club. But I'm sure you probably already knew that, too.” 

Daniera stopped for amoment, but Love continued on down the 
hall. “Well, [would have found this myself...” Then she added under 
her breath, “Sooner or later.” 

“Good luck,” he called over his shoulder as he entered the 
turbolift. “If you succeed, I'll send you a beautiful bouquet. If not, 1 
‘guess I'll send ‘em to Organa Solo’s funeral.” 

Love winked at her just before the doors shut and he vanished, 
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General Cracken turned the small figurine of Darth Vader over 
and over in his hands. “Not so intimidating at 1/1000 scale, is he?” 

Cabe was pacing the office, irritated. “We don't need Love, 
General.” 

A ghost of a smile played on Cracken's lips. “Come now. We all 
need love,” the General said softly. 

Cabe was too busy ranting to catch the joke. “This is a waste of 
time and manpower at an inopportune moment.” 

Cracken raised his eyebrows, studying the Major. “So you feel | 
‘am making a mistake, Cabe?” 

‘The NRI agent stopped his pacing for a moment. “With all due 
respect, General... 

Cracken held up a hand and grinned. “You can stop there. No 
good news ever begins with that statement.” He glanced over at 
Danlera, who was mercifully seated and up to this point, silent. 
“What do you think?” 

“Love is annoying, egotistical, and utterly devold of honor.” 
‘Cabe smirked at her confirmation, but then Daniera thought for a 
moment. “But he is also intelligent, perceptive, and very experi- 
enced.” 

‘That wiped away Cabe's smile and brought one toCracken'slips. 

“Wecould use his help,” shecontinued, “however wecan'tcount 
on it. This may fall squarely on our shoulders alone.” 

Cracken absorbed her statement, leaning backin the chair as his, 
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eyes returned to Cabe. “How are the Masquerade preparations 
proceeding?” 

“Allof the In-house security equipment is in place. Tech teams 
are erecting both bio and weapon scanners at each entrance. In 
addition to uniformed security, we'll have NRI agents in disguise.” 
Cabe shook his head in disgust. “However, I still think we should 
calloff the event entirely. It’s too much of a risk. Especially with the 
Mle of the Chief of State.’ 

“The New Republic has a firm policy in dealing with threats. We 
will not bow to terrorism.” Cracken’s voice softened somewhat. 
“Besides, Leia would never have agreed to cancel the event. Pro- 
ceeds from the Maltesara Masquerade benefit hundreds of chari- 
tes. It is the social event on Coruscant.” 

“And the perfect place for an assassination,” Cabe countered. 

“It's our Job to make sure that doesn’t happen.” The General 
handed the figurine back to Daniera. “See what youcan digupat the 
Vortex...Just be very careful.” 

“Always,” Daniera smiled. 

“T'd like to go with her,” Cabe said. 

“Negative, Major. Youand | are going to personally supervise the 
final security preparations at the Grand Ballroom of the Palace.” 
Cracken stood and walked the junior NRI agents to the door. “We 
each have our duties to carry out.” 
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Daniera pulled the cloak tightly around her as she stepped into 
the gloomy corridor. Lumas strung haphazardly along the hall 
offered some illumination, at least the few that were still function- 
Ing. She originally had a hard time believing that an exclusive 
establishment would be found in such a place, but from what she'd 
recently learned about the clientele of the Dark Vortex, maybe it 
wasn’t quite that strange after all. 

Not too far removed from Coruscant’s legendary Undercity in 
location or spirit, the Vortex catered to the movers-and-shakers of 
the planet's criminal element. Rumor had it that anything (or 
anyone for that matter) could be bought or sold at the club. Of 
course, not all the patrons could be directly tied to organized 
misdeeds; Just as many were the idle rich and powerful who 
thought it exciting to rub elbows with danger. 
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Daniera frowned at the dilapidated hallway with its leaking 
hydropipes, fungus covered walls, and the Maker-knew-what brown- 
ish slop covering the pitted floor panels. She knew for a fact there 
‘was nothingin the general vicinity she intended to rub elbows with. 

Her forward progress was finally halted by a large onyx blast 
door in good condition. Flecks of white covered the ebony exterior, 
giving the overall appearance of a starfield. 

‘The smooth door had no apparent control panel, not even a 
handhold for that matter. Daniera ran a gloved hand over the 
surface but could not detect a hidden catch, lever, or other mecha- 
nism, 

An idea suddenly struck her and she reached into a pouch. After 
afew moments of fishing around, she realized what she was looking 
for had vanished. 

Daniera cursed under her breath and nearly jumped out of her 
‘skin when a soft voice emerged from the shadows and asked, 
“Looking for this?” 

‘The barrel of Daniera’s hold-out blaster was suddenly pressing 
against the underside of the man’s chin. “Step into the light,” she 
‘commanded. “Now.” 

Grinning, Love did as he was ordered. “Oooh. There's nothing 
like a woman with command presence.” 

Daniera tucked the weapon away, eyes flashing with a fiery 
mixture of anger and relief. “What are you doing here?” 

“Evaluating talent,” Love said. “You passed.” He handed her the 
Darth Vader statuette. 

“So, the great M’Kyas Love is also an accomplished pickpocket.” 

“There are many, many talents I excel at.” 

“Such as skulking about in the shadows?” 

Love flashed his best grin. “I graduated top of my lurking class.” 

‘She nearly smiled, but merely turned back to the door. A quick 
twist activated the miniature lightsaber. The minute crimson blade 
cast Its eerie glow on the door and...nothing happened. 

With a grunt of disgust Daniera prepared to hurl the mini-Vader 
into hyperspace, but Love placed a restraining hand on her arm. 
“Wait,” he whispered. “Look” 

Danlera turned back to face the door and watched in amazement 
as one of the larger stars in the starfield suddenly began to glow a 
corresponding red. 

With a hesitant finger, she reached out and pushed the lit panel. 
The door rumbled and then slowly began toascend into the ceiling. 
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“Good to go,” Daniera said. A dim corridor stretched ahead into 
darkness. 

“Watch yourself,” Love warned.“AndI know it's tough, butlet me 
do all the talking. Women are about a step above slaves in this hole 
and it can get a little rough.” 

Daniera paused, her eyes narrowing to slits. “So you've been 
here before, huh?” 

“Yeah, but not for pleasure. One of my acquaintances owns the 
place.” 

‘She put her hands on her hips and glowered. “Then you knew 
how to get inside all along?” 

Love merely grinned at her and then stepped into the Vortex. 
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Daniera was still blustering as they entered a circular greeting 
chamber. A large black podium was the only furniture in the 
shadowy room, though a dozen velvety curtains led to places 
unknown. 

A greasy-looking Tw1'lek clad in an expensive black cloak stood 
behind the podium, eyeing Daniera with a voracious stare. 

Daniera leaned over to whisper, “Is it me or does this species 
seem to just churn out slimy servitors?” 

Love grinned and added in a loud voice, “Every good little 
‘Twi'lek dreams of growing up to be a majordomo for some galactic 
sleaze-merchant. Isn't that right, Vab?” 

“Love. I can't tell you how happy lam too see you,” Vab D'Buula 
snarled, “Because I'm not.” The Twi'lekreturned his hungry gaze to 
Daniera, baring yellowed incisors and a pustulated tongue. “How- 
ever it was extremely kind of you to bring me dessert.” 

Daniera recoiled from the hideous attendant, but Love walked 
right up to lean his elbows on the podium. “The only thing you're 
going to be feasting on Is your own head-tails unless you tell me 
which curtain that space slug Mah-Luu is cowering behind.” 

Unimpressed, Vab reared to his full height. “Do you have an 
appointment to see the master?” 

“Sure.” Love reached into his coat. “Here you go.” 

Vab found himself staring down the very large barrel of Love's 
very, very heavy blaster pistol. Love puta tiny bitof pressure on the 
trigger, causing the overpowered weapon to emit an intimidating 
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whine as it charged to fire. 

Vab only had to consider the offer for a microsecond, “Curtain 
number three. Third door to your right.” 

Love grinned and as he passed Vab gave the Twi'lek a friendly 
pat on the shoulder, causing the attendant to noticeably cringe. 

Daniera caught up to Love as he drew aside the third curtain. 
“That was pretty good. Remind me not to play you at sabace, I'd 
‘never know when youwere blutt- 
ing.” 

“Iwasn't.” Henodded backat 
Vab. “Last time he spent three 
weeks in a bacta tank.” 

“Ican't believe you.” 

“You dowhat you must to get 
the job done,” he said, placinga 
hand on her shoulder, which 
she Immediately shrugged off. 
“Listen, girl. Things are going to 
get intense in there.” Henodded 
to the door down the hall. “Luu- 
Mah ‘Thermal’ Mab-L.uu likes to 
keep his guests off-balance.” 

After checking the blaster 
pack, Love finally slipped the gun backinto its holster. “Don’t want 
to appear rude, though...” 

As they continued down the hall, Daniera asked, “What in the 
name of Byss is that cannon you carry, anyway?” 

“Well, in addition to having an amazing olfactory and auditory 
abilities, we Latarzians are also highly adept weaponsmiths. Our 
‘soul weapons are more than merely guns, they are statements of 
who weare." He glanced backat her, abit embarrassed. “But Iwon't 
bore you with our silly little customs.” He paused for a long 
moment, then handed her the gun like a cadet offering his weapon 
for inspection. “Base Calban Model X Heavy Blaster Pistol, with 
added side blaster sight, galven pattern upgrade, energy converter 
valve adjustment, and half a dozen other little tweaks that few 
people know about.” 

Daniera tuned the bulky weapon over in her hands, nodding in. 
appreciation. “It's amazing.” 

Love beamed like a proud father. “I'm thinking of adding a droid 


brain and vocabulator.” 
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“Yeah,” he said as he holstered the blaster. “Neat, huh?” 

Daniera could only shake her head. “Oh well. You know what 
they say... big gun, little—" 

“Problem hitting the target,” Love interjected as they arrived at 
thecorrect door. Hereached for the control panel, butshe abruptly 
stopped him. 

“Hold on asec,” Danlera narrowed her eyestosilts. “Why dothey 


call him ‘Thermal’?” 


“On. You'll see.” 

Daniera should have been very comfortable. She was seated in 
a plush replihide chair, the air filter controls were at the perfect 
setting, and she was sipping from a warm mugof juice (well, holding 
Itonthe saucerin her lap because the last time she tookadrink, her 
hand was shaking too badly to successfully dock with her lips). 

‘She glanced sideways at Love, who was seated beside her, but 
his attention was focused on the obese Ubese behind the unique 
desk. It was apparently constructed purely of fused bone matter. 
Daniera counted over two dozen different species represented, 
And as if that wasn't quite disturbing enough, she now knew how 
Mah-Luu had earned his nickname. 

The Ubese businessman was holding a silver sphere in his 
hands, universally recognized as a thermal detonator. Mah-Luu 
‘was playing with it, like a being with a nervous habit. Only thishabit 
‘was making Danlera nervous. 

‘Mah-Luu would slide the firing trigger into position, arming the 
device's builtin sixsecond delay. Then a few seconds later, he 
would thumb the trigger back into its original position, deactivat- 
{ng the device. Unfortunately, at times, Mah-Luu would get lost in 
thought or caught up in the conversation and his finger would stay 
slid into the armed position. 

‘Time would tick down quickly and Daniera would hold her 
breathand prepareto get acquainted with her long-gone ancestors, 
but then the deactivation would come within what she was sure 
was the last fraction of a microsecond. 

Ifthat wasn't bad enough, Mah-Luu had a tendency to giggle at 
inopportune times, such as when no one had made a joke. Daniera 
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under any circumstances. That's bad business. And my sort of bad 
business Is only good for getting you dead.” He started giggling, 
then switched off the device. Just as abruptly, he re-activated the 
timer. “Not tomention, Ihave certain ethical responsibilities as the 
‘owner of this establishment. A bond with my customers. One of 
trust and mutual confidence that what occurs within these walls 
never sees the harshly judgmental light of day.” When he finished 
his soliloquy, the detonator was returned to standby mode. 

“Lalready know that the being in question had a membership. 1 
‘even know why. [could smell the cheap perfume from one of your 
girls all over him.” 

Daniera’s eyes widened, but she remained silent. 

Mah-Luu leaned his bulk forward. The detonator was switched 
on,... “Then why, pray tell, are you here, Love?” 

“Lwant to see the girl.” 

“It'll cost you just like everyone else.” 

“Fine.” Love reached into a pocket. 

‘The Ubese’s finger hovered anxiously over the stillactive trigger. 

Love held up acred stick. 

‘The detonator switched off. Mah-Luu held out a corpulent hand 
for thestickand carefully studied the amount held inside. His giggle 
broke the silence. 

‘On went the detonator. Away went Danlera's breath. 

Love locked eyes with Mah-Luu and a noiseless test of wills 
seemed to stretch on for too many seconds. 

‘Off went the detonator. “Who?” 

“Senator Luralon Odaay.” 

“Ah, yes. The Turlan.” Mah-Luu touched a recessed button 
under his desk and the door swung open. “Thermal” gave a high- 
pitched giggle. “He just loved Induki.” 

“Ibet he did.” 

The cred stick vanished out of sight, but the Ubese still played 
with the detonator. 

Love walked to the door, shadowed by Daniera. “So much for 
those pesky ethics,” he said. 

“Thave to hand it you, Love. Youare still pretty good at what you 
do...for your age, that is.” 

Love glared at him, “Is this the part where you give me the 
recruitment speech?” Mah-Luu giggled at that. “You? Hah! I'd as 
soon hire a Luudrian lockjaw. At least when its eyes turned red, I'd 
now it was going to turn on me. I doubt you come with any similar 
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safety features.” The Ubese focused his gaze on Daniera. “Your 
companion doesn’t say much... like that in a female.” The Ubese 
leered at her. “What do you say, sweetmeat? Looking for a job?” 

Already annoyed at having had to play the subservient mute, 
Daniera strode back to the desk and pointed her hold-out right at 
‘Mah-Luu's head. “Are you looking for a third eye?” 

‘The Ubese merely tittered even louder. “Oooh. Feisty, too! must 
have her. Come on, Love...how much?” 

“She's not for sale, ‘Thermal’. And even if she was.. 

Danlera gave him a look over her shoulder. 

“...You couldn't afford her in a million years,” Love hurriedly 
finished. 

Mab-Luu looked annoyed as he tossed the cred stick back at 
Love. “Even trade. Her for Induki.” 

Love shook his head. “That's not an offer.” 

“You're right,” Mah-Luu said, triggering the detonator. “It sn’ 

‘Two burly Rodian bodyguards appeared at the door, dressed in 
scarlet-colored cloaks and brandishing blaster carbines. 

Love glared at Mab-Luu. “We had a deal!” 

“Somuch for those pesky ethics,” Mah-Luu giggled as he switched 
off the detonator. 

Daniera had not moved her weapon. “In case you forgot, there's 
a blaster pointed at your head.” 

Mab-Luu chuckled, nodding to his guards. “And one pointed at 
each of yours. With reinforcements on the way. Not the best odds.” 

Love's right hand was snaking intohis coat ashe talked. “lalways 
prefer to play the hand I'm dealt.” 

“Too bad I don't feel the same way.” “Thermal” began to chortle 
wildly. “House rules, you know.” He touched a bloated finger to 
another button under his desk, opening a commine. “Vab, take 
Induki for a vacation. Now.” 

Daniera locked eyes with Love. He gave her aquickwink and then 
suddenly dropped like a wounded bantha, landing flat on his back. 
The heavy blaster was already cradled in his hands and before the 
first guard could lower his own weapon to draw a bead on the now- 
prone enemy, Love pulled the trigger. 

A deafening roar echoed through the room as a pulsing blaster 
bolt exploded into the Rodian mere, knocking him off his feet and 
more than a meter backwards. The guard slammed into the wall 
and crumpled to the ground, his chest smoldering and blackened. 

Without taking her eyes off Mah-Luu, Daniera whipped her gun 
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arm around and snapped off three rapid shots into the remaining 
merc. 

Mab-Luu tried scrambling to his feet, but Daniera already had 
the barrel of the gun retrained on him. “Oo-ta goo-ta, Tubbo?” 

Love grinned as he joined Daniera. 

“Rescind that last order,” she demanded. “Tell Vab to bring 
Induki in here.” 

The Ubese merchant sneered at her. “Surely you wouldn't shoot 
an unarmed man....” 

“No,” Love answered for Daniera, “but | would.” And he uncer- 
‘emoniously shot Mah-Luu point-blank in the chest. 

Daniera cried out in shock, spinning around to face Love. “Love, 
you are a maniac!” 

“Thank you.” 

“How could you” 

“Relax, sweets,” Love said as he twisted a knob on his blaster 
back toits original setting. “This thing does havea stun setting, you 
know.” 

She looked back at “Thermal”, who had flopped back into his 
chalr and was on the starspeeder to unconsciousness. 

“Great, but what about Induki?” 

Love suddenly cocked his head to the side. There was the 
distinct whine of repulsorlift vehicles close by. 

Before Daniera could even open her mouth, Love started for the 
door, He paused in the hallway for a split second, then hurried back 
Into the room and punched the stunned Mah-Luu in the stomach. 
‘The thermal detonator in the Ubese's hand popped up into the air, 
and Love easily plucked the device from its ascent. He then spun on 
his heel and sprinted out into the hall. 

Danlera was right behind him. “Love, you are certifiable!" 

“Thank you.” 

She gestured frantically. “That ways a dead end. We've got to go 
back the other— 

‘The words died on her lips as she heard the sound of many 
booted feet approaching from that very direction. “Love! We're 
about to have some company.” 

Love was still running for the wall at full speed even as he 
thumbed the switch to activate the thermal detonator. He sent the 
device spinning ahead of him and began to count out loud the six- 
second timer delay. 

Closing in from behind, Dantera realized what he was doing. 
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“Stay out of the blast sphere, you lunatic!” 

Love waved in annoyance back at her. He had been pacing his 
run all along and she was disrupting his counting. 

“Two. One!” Love cried just as the silver sphere clinked against 
the wall far ahead of him. There was a small flash and then the 
detonator’s particle field expanded outward at blinding speed and 
the blast sphere vaporized the wall, most of the ceiling, and part of 
the floor. 

With the newly created observation platform, Love and Daniera 
had an unobstructed view of the proceedings occurringin the alley 
below. 

A struggling young girl was being dragged into a waiting speeder 
truck by two more of Mah-Luu's scarlet-cloaked Rodian enforcers. 
Three rickety-looking speeder bikes, each carrying a Rodian rider, 
‘were warming up alongside the speeder truck. 

Of course, everyone was now looking up at Love and Daniera in 
complete surprise. The amazement was temporary. The two mercs 
hustled Indukt inside and the speeder truck abruptly made tracks 
Intothe Undercity, followed by one of the bikes. The Rodianson the 
remaining two bikes took alm with their blaster carbines. 

Love was already pulling out his hand-held blaster artillery. He 
quickly almed and fired twice. The roaring bolts missed their mark, 
but Love was sure the mercs were having second thoughts about 
engaging in a prolonged firefight. 

‘The heavy blaster whined loudly as it recharged, and the lead 
Rodian took the opportunity to engage in a hasty retreat while his 
buddy lagged back to provide some cover fire. 

Danlera clipped off a half-dozen shots at the lead bike, but the 
range on her hold-out was limited at best. Most of the blasts fell far 
short of their mark, so she turned her attention to the remaining 
Rodian, 

Love took careful aim and sent another thunderous blast hur- 
tling toward the departing merc. The shot hit the speeder bike's 
rear, the concussive force spinning the vehicle 180 degrees and 
right into the side of a crumbling building nearby. The colorful 
explosion sent fiery debris raining down over the area. 

‘The second rider wasn't sticking around for another demonstra- 
tion, but just as he started moving, three of Daniera's crimson bolts 
slammed into his back. The impacts blew the Rodian right off his 
vehicle. The now riderless bike shuddered to a quick stop as the 
automatic kill-switch engaged, leaving the vehicle hovering mo- 
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tionless above the ground. 

Love immediately took a running jump off the ragged ledge. He 
dropped toward the bike and landed with surprising grace atop the 
empty seat. After taking a second to be impressed with himself, he 
turned back to shout up to Daniera. “I'l be back for you!” 

Love was shocked, however, to see she was no longer atop the 
ledge. Then he was jostled forward as Daniera landed on the seat 
behind him. 

He turned to look at her with complete astonishment. 

Daniera merely slapped his shoulder and barked, “Just shut up 
and drive this thing.” 

“Yes, ma'am!” he laughed and gunned the bike's powerful engine. 

“You know something, Love, you are crazier than a berserk 


bantha!” 


“Thank you.” 

“There they are,” Daniera shouted. 

“Ise them.” Love quickly accelerated, at the same time dipping 
the nose of the bike to avoid a large elevated crosswalk blocking 
thelr path. 

‘The speeder truck had lost most of its head start in the twisting 
maze of decay that was Coruscant's Undercity. The vehicle's size 
and bulk were hindrances in the ancient highways and twisting 
corridors. Here the bikes held the distinct advantage. 

Love deftly maneuvered the speeder bike through the chaotic 
jumble of fallen girders, crumbling walls, and overgrown toad- 
stools, Daniera continued taking potshots at the remaining Rodian, 
who could not shake the tenacious pair from his tall. 

The merc twisted around to fire off a blast from his carbine, but 
the shot went wide. It did, however, slow him down enough for Love 
to pull even with it. 

Love one-handed the bike and reached for his pistol, but before 
he could even slide It from the holster, Daniera let out a strangled 
cry. 

Love whipped his head around to see if she'd been hit, just in 
time watch her leap from their bike onto the rear of the merc’s. It 
was aclose callas to who was more stunned, Love or the Rodian. 

“No riders,” Daniera grunted and slammed the butt of her hold- 
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girl was very beautiful, and younger than he'd originally thought. 

Love traced a finger over the gold-handled vibroblade stuck in 
her chest. He leaned down, closing his eyes for amomentas he took 
a whiff of the dead girl's perfume... 

Then he knew. 

Love heard a strangled gasp and looked up as Daniera finally 
entered. 

After taking a moment to compose herself, she asked, “Grieve 
was already here?” 

“Probably inside the whole time. Cleaning up his mess.” Love 
stood back up. “It was sloppy to leave witnesses in the first place.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Love tossed her acred stick. Daniera’s eyes widened as she read 
the amount. “This was in her pocket. Grieve probably paid her to 
take Odaay to the Kaerlla Queen, although obviously the Senator 
didn’t get what he paid for. 

“But why would Grieve suddenly alter his habits? The blasts 
those Rodians took don’t appear to be generated by the same 
weapon.” She gestured at Induki's body. “And the girl was actually 
killed with the vibroblade 

Love passed her as he exited the truck. “Well, you're half right.” 

“what?” 

Love stepped outside into the rankalley, brushing the raindrops 
that quickly accumulated on his coat. “That was definitely a stan- 
dard blaster wound. Very standard. As in issue.” He flipped one leg 
over his speeder bike. “And the girl wasn't killed by any sharp 
weapon, at least not the most obvious one.” 

“You've completely lost me.” 

Love shrugged as the bike began to power up. “It'shard to follow 
In the footsteps of genius.” 

Daniera mounted her own bike, pushing her damp hair out of her 
eyes. “So where is it leading us now?” 

“Lhave to confirm a suspicion of mine.” 

“Then let's go.” 

Love shook his head. “I need you to go back to Cracken's office. 
‘Scan the NRIs reports on all of the victims.” 

“Our best analysis specialists have poured over those files since 
this mess began. What makes you think—" 

“Concentrate on the toximorphic screens,” Love interrupted. 
“Don’t tell anyone what you're doing, understand? And then meet 
me at the Hold-Out in 45 minutes.” With that, he roared away into 
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the shadows. 
Daniera’s gaze remained on Love's retreating form, then slowly 
shifted backto the speeder truck “That'snot all intendtocheckon.” 
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Daniera slipped into General Cracken’s chair. Technically only 
the General was allowed to use the computer; however, It was an 
‘unwritten rule of Cracken’s that any time one of his favored NRI 
agents needed, they could use the powerful machine. 

It only took a few minutes for the speedy computer to find the 
data she wanted. She studied the toximorphic test findings from all 
of Grieve's victims, but found nothing out of the ordinary. With a 
shrug, she copied the information into her own datapad. 

Daniera prepared to leave, but paused and then sat back down. 
‘She began an information search on M’Kyas Love. As she expected, 
the files were password-encrypted. The NRI's business was keep- 
Ing secrets, after all. It would be a major policy violation, possibly 
‘enough to get her terminated, but she just had to know. Breaking 
the files then and there would take too long, so...usingher datapad 
link, Daniera also transferred Love's personneliiles intoher datapad 
and put her built-in decryption unit to work on them. 

She slid the small datapad back into her Jacket and switched off 
Cracken’s computer, plunging the room into darkness. 
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Love squeezed through the happy hour crowd and leaned 
against the bar. Aiter some prudent use of elbow, he managed to 
clear out a little breathing room. Though considering the various 
‘odors emanating from the patrons of the Hold-Out (named for the 
leading cause of death in the joint), that wasn't necessarily a good 
thing, 

The bartender was busy scrubbing a glass as if his very life 
depended on it, and the man had yet to even look in Love's 
direction. 

Love cleared his throat with Hutt-like intensity but succeeded 
only in drawing a few looks of annoyance from the drunks seated 
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around him. It seemed that if you weren't a regular here, you were 
viewed with as much warmth as womp rat droppings on a freshly 
butfed hull. 

‘The bartender's head remained down and the glass was quickly 
becoming the cleanest object in the entire cantina, 

‘There were many, many things in the galaxy that Love did not 
like. Being ignored was definitely one of them. 

Love slid one hand back over his coat, casually displaying the 
massive blaster cradled in a replihide shoulder holster. “Who do 
you have to kill to get a drink around here?" 

Silence. 

‘Then someone (obviously unconcerned about personal safety) 
rudely tapped Love on the shoulder. 

Love slowly swiveled his head around. 

“I don't like you,” hissed a one-horned Devaronian with breath 
that could drop a bantha at ten meters. 

“Yeah, yeah...” Love returned his attention to the bartender. 
“Save It for the next farmboy, pal. 'm really thirsty right now.” 

“Thave the death mark on...” 

“Four systems? Five? Great. Congratulations. Your maternal unit 
must be very proud. Now do us both a favor and Jump yourself out 
‘of my personal space.” Love shook his head in disgust. “Have you 
‘even showered since the Old Republic?” 

Love glanced back at the entrance and checked his chronom- 
ter. A microsecond later Daniera walked in, right on time, but she 
didn't look happy. 

Her lips parted and Love had the sudden image of turbolaser 
batteries charging up. He was bracing himself for the worst when 
Daniera's mouth abruptly shut and a wellsmanicured hand slid into 
her jacket, 

Love's trusty gut told him he was about to be shot. “Danl—" 

Right Idea. Wrong direction. 

Ahold-out blaster jabbed intrusively at the back of Love's head. 
‘The Devaronian's fetid breath washed over him. 

Love smiled at Daniera as if nothing was wrong. “About time you 
got here. | was beginning to think you weren't gonna show.” 

Daniera’s eyes widened in surprise. She continued toward him, 
but did not draw her weapon. “Wouldn't miss it for the world.” 

Love grinned as his left hand slithered in the direction of his 
powerful blaster. “I knew it...sooner or later you'll fall for me 

‘The Devaronian was annoyed, jabbing the hold-out into Love's 
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skull toget his attention. “Idiot! Did you happentonotice am about 
to kill you?” 

“Actually,” Love said as he squeezed the trigger of his still 
holstered pistol. “No.” 

‘The pulsing blaster bolt erupted from the barrel, tore a ragged 
hole through the back of Love's coat, then caught the Devaronian 
‘square in the chest. 

‘The concussive force blew thealien across the room. The crowd 
scurried out of the way as the Devaronian came crashing back 
down between two tables. The impact shattered chairs, sent meals 
flying everywhere way, and launched an expensive bottle of 
Cassandran Choholl toward the bar. 

Love tracked the spinning bottle, smoothly snatching It from 
midair. 

He raised the Choholl ina toast, then triumphantly put the bottle 
to his lips. There was a short pause. He shook it once, twice. Not a 
drop left. 

Love sighed, tossing the empty container over his shoulder. 

‘There was an odd ringing sound followed by ajarringthump and 
‘the soft tinkle of breaking glass. 

Love slowly turned around. 

Not coincidentally, the bartender had vanished from sight. 

Love leaned over the bar to take a look and winced. 

Everyone In the cantina was now staring at him. 

“So,” Love asked, “who else do you have to kill to get a drink 
around here?” 

As ifon cue, an entire table of scarlet-cloaked Rodians stood up 
and took alm with nasty-looking blaster carbines. 

Love paused, looking rather nonplussed. “Uh, that was more of 
a rhetorical question.” 

Daniera stepped beside him. “Those look like more of Mah-Luu’s 
hired goons!” 

“Oh yeah....did I forget to mention he owns this place, too?” 

‘The other patrons had sidled away, leaving Love and Dani 
exposed. Even drunks know trouble when they see it. 

“Then why in the name of Byss did you want to meet here?” 

“IJust told you.” Love's hand was a blur as he tossed asmall vial 
through the air. Blue-tinted liquid sloshed inside as it spun grace- 
fully through the air and landed amidst the Rodians. The vial 
shattered, spraying the mercs. One second they were standing 
there ready to shoot...the next second, all six had hit the floor, 
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apparently dead. 

Daniera just stared. “Love, you are a living manifestation of the 
dark side.” 

“Thank you.” 

Daniera carefully walked over to the bodies. 

“Don't worry. That stuff evaporates in a second or two after 
being exposed to a nonliquid medium. Like the alr. Of course, it 
does its job in a quarter of that time.” 

‘She touched the toe of her boot to the broken vial. “What is It?” 

“A highly concentrated derivative of the Fex-M3 nerve toxin, 
They call it Blue-8118 because of the color ofits liquid agent. Once 
Introduced into the bloodstream, death follows in microseconds.” 

Daniera look back at him. “But the Rodians didn’t have it in- 
jected..." 

“Exactly. But Blue-8118 is so powerful, mere contact with the 
skin is enough to cause a massive systemic overload that shuts 
down the body.” Love grinned. “They should be up and about in ten, 
minutes or so, but I wouldn't wish that bodyache on anybody.” 

“Where did you get it?” 

Love nodded his head toward the bar. “Ijust picked up my order 
Im the back room. And I'm not the only one who made a recent 
purchase.” 

“Grieve.” Daniera stared at him. “But how did you know?” 

“Ididn't. Isuspected.” Love joined Daniera, picking up a piece of 
the vial, “I smelled something exotic on Odaay's body. Very sweet, 
and flowery. At first | assumed it was a git!’s perfume, probably 
Induki's; but when we found her it wasn’t the same. But I detected 
the same sickly-sweet smell on her, too.” 

Love sniffed the vial and then held it out to Daniera. She took a 
cautious whiff, eyes widening. “The Blue-8118. 

“I guarantee if you check the bodies for that specific genetic 
sample, there'll be trace elements of the poison In each victim's 
bloodstream.” 

“But how was it introduced? The vibroblades?” 

“No. This stutf is too fragile. Even with a liberal coating of the 
Blue-8118, the air would have eaten it away. Therehad to beamore 
precise delivery system.” Love held up a tiny, near-transparent 
dart. “I pulled this out of Induki. Apparently her killer didn’t have 
time to cover up his handiwork this time with us on his trail.” 

“That explains the huge blaster holes in the other victims. Grieve 
‘was trying to get rid of the evidence.” Daniera shook her head. “It 
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all its, but it doesn’t make any sense. Why would Grieve suddenly 
change his methods?" 

“He didn't.” Love started for the door, glancing back over his 
shoulder. “You know, when you first came in I thought you were 
going to shoot me.” 

“why?” 

Love continued out the door. “Oh, no reason.” 

“This is an excellent bit of detective work, Love, but we're still no 
closer to our killer.” 

“Wrong again.” He glanced at his chronometer. “I better get 
going.” 

“Where?” 

“There's an assassination attempt masquerading as a charity 
ball that I have to attend.” 

“You mean we, don't you?” 

Love touched her arm and smiled. “No.” 

Daniera suddenly felt light-headed. She glanced down at her 
arm, and the blue liquid smeared there by Love's gloved fingertip. 

“Love, you are a—" Her next words faded away with her con- 
sclousness and her last memory before the blackness engulfed her 
was the sound of Love's voice... 


“Thank you.” 


Daniera finally awoke to the piercing beep emitted by her jacket. 
Still groggy and aching all over, she fumbled with her datapad. The 
screen read: “decryption complete.” 

‘She touched the pad and waited for the results to appear. 

Moments later, the datapad tumbled from her shaking fingers. 
Daniera was already sprinting to her speeder bike before the pad 


had even hit the ground. 


‘The Grand Ballroom of the imperial Palace was filled to absolute 
capacity. Moving around in the dense crowd required patience, 
good timing, and prudent use of elbows. By all appearances, the 
Maltesara Masquerade Benefit was going to be a rousing success. 
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‘of State moved closer, he slid the heavy blaster from its holster. He 
Noted with satisfaction that the weapon was fully charged. 

Good. 

Because he was probably only to get one shot at this, and he'd 


have to make it count. 


Daniera ignored theache grippingher body and sprinted through 
the palace hall toward the Grand Ballroom. Defense Force guards 
stationed at the entrance reached for their blaster rifles as they saw 
her wild approach. 

She slowed down a bit as she reached the bio and weapon 
scanners. Daniera hurriedly waved her identification with one 
hand and lifted her jacket to show them the holstered hold-out. 

“This is an emergency. The Chief of State's life is in grave 
danger!” 

‘The guards exchanged glances. 
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Lela Organa Solo had just about reached the end of the line, 
Luckily, her mask hid the relief on her face. She endured the overly 
eager compliments of the prex of Taldan Enterprises, reminding 
herself as she had done a thousand times tonight that it was all for 
charity. 

As the businessman rambled on, she absently fingered the small 
star ruby set in the gold medallion. It had been a last-minute gift 
fromasecret admirer, which was unusual to say the least. But itwas 
so beautiful, she could hardly resist. Besides, it wasn't a good idea 
to offend a contributor the day of a charity ball. 

She turned and offered a genuine smile to her next 


admirer...General Cracken. 


Love stepped from the shadows and moved through the crowd, 
the heavy blaster held low by his thigh as he approached the 
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greeting line from the opposite side. 

There she was. Love was surprised how beautiful Leia looked up 
close. She had certainly not lost the regal bearing of her days as a 
princess. 

Her back was partially turned toward him, but Love could see 
that Lela had just extended a well-manicured hand to General 
Cracken, who bowed in gentleman-like fashion. 

Love shouldered aside an obese Senator in stylized Tusken 
Raider garb and lifted the heavy blaster pistol.... 
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Danlera pushed her way inside the ballroom, passing the podium 
as she headed for the receiving line, She already had the hold-out in 
her hands as she hurriedly scanned the crowd. Then she saw it... 

‘The Chief of State was greeting Cracken, but neither the General 
nor Cabe, who stood rigidly beside him, could see Love emerge 
from the crowd across the way. Organa Solo was blocking thelr 
view of Love as he took aim with his blaster. 

“New Republic Security!” Daniera screamed at the top of her 
lungs. “Everybody down!” 


4] 


Love's finger began to squeeze the trigger. Just a few more 
seconds... 

When he heard Daniera’s yell, he couldn't believe his ears. Then 
his sight was the next sense called into question as he saw her break 
through the crowd, blaster aimed right at him! 

“Dani?” 

The blaster bolt caught him in the right shoulder, spinning him 
off-balance and onto the ground. His heavy blaster skittered across 
the floor. 

‘The stunned crowd had gone deathly silent except for a scatter- 
ing of screams. 

‘The guards quickly formed a protective shield around the Chief 
of State. Cracken drew his own blaster, pushing ahead to get a 
better view of what was going on around him. Cabe remained where 


he was, flanking the guards behind Organa Solo. » 
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“What are you doing?” Cracken yelled at Daniera, who was 
standing over the fallen Love, her blaster pointed right at his head. 

She spared the approaching General a quick glance. “Arresting 
Grandyl Grieve for the attempted murder of the Chief of State!” 

Love looked up at her in complete shock. “What? It's not me—" 
He pointed an accusing finger. “It’s him!” 

All eyes turned to the location that Love was gesturing. 

Cabe stood there grinning, a small dart shooter tucked in the 
palm of his hand and pointed right at Lela Organa Solo. “Too late, 
I'm afraid,” he sald and squeezed the trigger. 

“Cabel” Daniera screamed. “No!” 

Both Cracken and Danlera opened fire, knocking Cabe to the 
ground, but it was too late. The dart hurtled unerringly toward the 
Chief of State. 

‘The room had once again plunged into deathly silence, except 
for Love, who spoke a single word. “Shield.” 

‘The star ruby on Leia's medallion pulsated once. 

‘One of her guards tried valiantly to step In front of her, but the 
Uny dart was much quicker. 

‘The dart hit. 

More accurately, it hit something, but it wasn’t the Chief of State; 
the projectile bounced off an invisible barrier centimeters away 
from Organa Solo’s skin. Its momentum irrevocably lost, the dart 
tumbled harmlessly to the floor. 

From his prone position, the wounded Cabe roared in anger. He 
turned the dart shooter on Daniera and General Cracken. 
“Somebody's gonna die!" 

‘The thunderous blast caught Cabe in thechest, driving him back 
across the floor and Into a stone column. The would-be assassin 
slumped over, a massive smoking hole in his chest. 

“Somebody always does.” Love lowered the heavy blaster pistol and 
stumbled to his feet with Cracken’s assistance. “Thanks, General.” 

Danlera merely stared at them. “But he’s Grandyl Grieve. I saw 
his records!” 

Cracken smiled. “You're right. But he has redeemed himself more 
times than Icare to count. He's been working for us for years now.” 

“From Grieve to Love?” 

Love smiled. “The General's idea. He enjoys his ironic twists.” 

“I suspected we had a mole in the NRI impersonating Grieve,” 
Cracken said, “and who better to ferret out the fake Grieve than the 
real one?” 
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recently ex-New Republic Intelligence, though no one knows why he 
Ie He prvce Mes were senlad and i pst history cheted athe 
ighest levels. 

‘Love may very well have been one of the best at tracking down 
Imperial agents and stopping them no matter the cost. He Is certainly 
relentless, tenacious, and possessed of more willpower than a dozen 
beings put together. The problem is that Love isa jerk, a scoundrel, a 
rogue. Brash, egotistical, and temperamental, Love often worked solo 
because no one could stand to be partnered with him. 

Eventually Love realized he was tired of playing the game that hehad 
‘once enjoyed so much and left the NRIto open his own weapon shop on 
Coruscant. There, Loveis free to bulld, repair, and modify his cherished 
custom creations, not to mention sell them for top credit. 


M’Kyas Love's Heavy Blaster Pistol “Ventilator” 
Model: Modified Calban Model X Blaster Pistol 
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‘Capeule: M’Kyas Love has modilled his personal weapon with a variety 
‘of Improvements: side-mounted blaster sight, galven pattern upgrad 
‘some adjustments to the energy converter valve, and dualistic s 
pulse adaptors. While these improve the overall power of the weapon's 
energy burst, they cumulatively reduce the range; of course, Love 
conducts most of his business at close range, anyway. 


Bureaucracy 5D, languages 4D+1, law enforcement SD, streetwise 5D+2 
‘MECHANICAL 2D+1 
Repulsorit operation 4D, sensors 4D+1 

PERCEPTION 3D+1 

‘Bargain 4D, con SD, hide 4D, investigation SD, search 4D+2, sneak 4D+1 
‘STRENGTH 2D+1 


Computer programming/repair 7D, security SD 
Force Polat: { 
‘Character Points: 12 


Move: 10 
Equipment: Jacket, datapad, NRI Identification, hold-out blaster (30-2), chro- 
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ofthe Empire. Hes an accomplished assassin andhels currently taking 
contracts on New Republic officials. 


Blaster 4D. grenade 6D, grenade: thermal detonator 9D 
KNOWLEDGE 3D 
‘Allen spectes SD. business 7D, cultures SD, Intimidation 9D, law enforcement 6D, 


PERCEPTION 3D+1 
‘Bargain SD, command 6D, con 7D, persuasion SD 
STRENGTH 3D 


Brawiing 4D-2, ting SD 
‘TECHNICAL 3D+2 


Computer programming/repair SD, demolitions 9D+1 
‘Special Abiiities: 

‘Survival: “True Ubese” get 2 +2D bonus to thelr survival skill due to the harsh 
‘conditions they are forced to endure on their homeworld. 

Type ll Atmosphere Breathing: “True Ubese” require adjusted breath masks to 
filter and breathe Type I atmospheres. Without the masks, they suffer a -1D 
penalty to all skills and attributes. 

Force Polnts: 2 


Equipment: Breath mask with vocalizer/volce modulator, various thermal deto- 
nators, lowing robes 

‘Capsule: Luu-Mah Mah-Luu isn't typical “True Ubese.” He does not 
share thelr slight build (and that’s being kind), he could care less about 
taking vengeance on the yrak pootsck Ubese, and his only love of 
technology comes in the form of the thermal detonator always in his 
‘grasp. Hence his nickname, “Thermal.” 

Mab-Luu s a entrepreneur in the loosest sense of the word. He owns 
many enterprises, gleefully countshis profits.andorders peoplearound; 
however he has no love for any of his operations or operatives for that 
matter. He Is In business for one reason and one reason only...to 
maximize his pleasures in life. 

One of his favorites is intimidating others. “Thermal” sits behind a 
desk created entirely of fused bone matter. He Is never without a 
thermal detonator in his hand (and at Jeast three more somewhere 
about his person), whichhe gleefully switches on and off while speaking 
to people. Mah-Luu also tends to giggle a lot, often at extr 
inappropriate moments. Overall, one gets the impression that Mah-Luut 
snot someone to annoy. 


Mah-Luu‘s Muscle 
Once in agreat while, Mah-Luu's attempts at intimidation do not 


work. For these and other situations where amore direct approach 
is necessary, “Thermal” relies on depraved Rodian mercenaries of 
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the bloodthirsty Scarlet Guard. Mah-Luu has the group under 
contract and utilizes them in a variety of ways. Their tasks include 
bodyguarding “Thermal” and his guests, debtcollection, andassas- 
sination. 

Scarlet Guard Mercenaries. All stats are 2D except: Dexterity 
3D+1, blaster 5D, dodge 4D, Mechanical 2D+2, repulsorlift operation 
3D+2, Strength 3D, brawling 4D. Move: 10. Blaster carbine (5D), 
scarlet cloak, comlink, 


“Thermal* Ventures 

Mah-Luu owns a half-dozen businesses, most of which dabble 
(or plunge headlong) into criminal activity. Two of these nefarious 
enterprises are located on Coruscant: 
* Dark Vortex Club: A veritable playground for the elite of 
Coruscant’s underworld where anything can be bought or sold. 
‘This is where Mah-Luu keeps his office. His majordomo, the greasy 
‘Twi'lek called Vab D’Buula, organizes most of his affairs from here, 
too. 
* The Hold-Out: This scummy dive doubles as a warehouse for 
black market goods. There are many secret storerooms hidden 
away in this establishment, and it doubles as the Scarlet Guard 
headquarters. 
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